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“When race politics are the issue, it is one of the 
rare moments when white men prick up their 
ears to hear what black men have to say. No one 
wants to interrupt those moments of interracial 
homo-social patriarchal bonding to hear women 
speak. ... As we search as a nation for construc- 
tive ways to challenge racism and white su- 


premacy, it is absolutely essential that progressive 


female voices gain a hearing.” 
—FROM THE INTRODUCTION 


ne of our country’s premier cultural and 

social critics, the author of such power- 
ful and influential books as Ain’t I a Woman and 
Black Looks, bell hooks has always maintained 
that eradicating racism and eradicating sexism 
must be achieved hand in hand. But whereas 
many women have been recognized for their 
writing on gender politics, the female voice has 
been all but locked out of the public discourse 
on race. 

Killing Rage speaks to this imbalance. These 
twenty-three essays, most of them new works, 
are written from a black and feminist perspec- 
tive, and they tackle the bitter difficulties of 
racism by envisioning a world without it. hooks 


defiantly creates positive plans for the future 


rather than dwell in theories of a crisis beyond 
repair. 

The essays here address a spectrum of top- 
ics to do with race and racism in the United 
States: psychological trauma among African 
Americans; friendship between black women 
and white women; anti-Semitism and racism; 
internalized racism in the movies and media. 
hooks presents a challenge to the patriarchal 


family model, explaining how it perpetuates 
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i keep the letters that i write to you 

in a folder with a postcard attached. 

it is a reproduction of the image of a black 
man and woman in south africa in 1949 
walking down a road side by side— 

the caption reads “seek what is true”— 

it is that seeking that brings us together 


again and again, that will lead us home. 


INTRODUCTION 


RACE TALK 


hen race and racism are the topic in public dis- 
course the voices that speak are male. There is 
no large body of social and political critique by women on 
the topics of race and racism. When women write about race 
we usually situate our discussion within a framework where 
the focus is not centrally on race. We write and speak about 
race and gender, race and representation, etc. Cultural re- 
fusal to listen to and legitimize the power of women speaking 
about the politics of race and racism in America is a direct 
reflection of a long tradition of sexist and racist thinking 
which has always represented race and racism as male turf, 
as hard politics, a playing field where women do not really 
belong. Traditionally seen as a discourse between men just 
as feminism has been seen as the discourse of women, it 
presumes that there is only one gender when it comes to 
blackness so black women’s voices do not count—how can 
they if our very existence is not acknowledged. It presumes 
that the business of race is down and dirty stuff, and there- 
fore like all male locker rooms, spaces no real woman would 
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want to enter. Since white women’s bodies embody the sexist 
racist fantasy of real womanness, they must not sully them- 
selves by claiming a political voice within public discourse 
about race. When race politics are the issue, it is one of the 
rare moments when white men prick up their ears to hear 
what black men have to say. No one wants to interrupt those 
moments of interracial homo-social patriarchal bonding to 
hear women speak. Given these institutionalized exclusions, 
it is not surprising that so few women choose to publicly 
“talk race.” 

In the past year, I have been on many panels with black 
men discussing race. Time and time again, i find the men 
talking to one another as though nothing I or any other 
woman has to say on the topic could be a meaningful in- 
sightful addition to the discussion. And if I or any other black 
woman chooses to speak about race from a standpoint that 
includes feminism, we are seen as derailing the more im- 
portant political discussion, not adding a necessary dimen- 
sion. When this sexist silencing occurs, it usually happens 
with the tacit complicity of audiences who have over time 
learned to think always of race within blackness as a male 
thing and to assume that the real political leaders emerging 
from such public debates will always and only be male. Not 
listening to the voices of progressive black women means 
that black political discourse on race always suffers from criti- 
cal gaps in theoretical vision and concrete strategy. Despite 
backlash and/or the appropriation of a public rhetoric that 
denounces sexism, most black male leaders are not commit- 
ted to challenging and changing sexism in daily life. That 
means that there is a major gap between what they say and 
how they deal with women on the street, in the workplace, 
at home, and between the sheets. Concurrently, many black 
women are self-censoring and -silencing for fear that talking 
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race desexualizes, makes one less feminine. Or that to enter 
these discussions places one in direct competition with black 
males who feel this is their turf. Facing this resistance and 
daring to “talk race,” to be as political as we wanna be, is 
the contemporary challenge to all black women, especially 
progressive black females on the Left. 

Certainly fear of male disapproval or silencing has not 
been a factor curtailing my entering a political discussion of 
race. I find myself reluctant to “talk race” because it hurts. 
It is painful to think long and hard about race and racism in 
the United States. Confronting the great resurgence of white 
supremacist organizations and seeing the rhetoric and beliefs 
of these groups surface as part of accepted discourse in every 
aspect of daily life in the United States startles, frightens, 
and is enough to throw one back into silence. No one in the 
dominant culture seems to consider the impact it has on 
African Americans and people of color in general to turn on 
radios and televisions, look at magazines and books which 
tell us information like that reported in Andrew Hacker's 
book Two Nations. Many white folks believe that “Africans— 
and Americans who trace their origins to that continent— 
are seen as languishing at a lower evolutionary level than 
members of other races.” By the time we reach this passage 
in Hacker’s book, we have already heard it—at some cocktail 
party, in the grocery store, on the subway, or in a fancy 
museum where folks are dismissing and de-intellectualizing 
the art by black artists hanging on the wall. These days white 
racism can let it all hang out, hold nothing back. The anti- 
black backlash is so fierce it astounds. It comes to us via 
what Nobel Prize-winning writer Toni Morrison calls “race 
talk, the explicit insertion into everyday life of racial signs and 
symbols that have no meaning other than pressing African 
Americans to the lowest level of the racial hierarchy.” For 


- = 


4 | KILLING RAGE 


this to happen, Morrison adds, “popular culture, shaped by 
film, theater, advertising, the press, television and literature, 
is heavily engaged in race talk.” In many ways race talk sur- 
faces as the vernacular discourse of white supremacy. It re- 
peatedly tells us that blacks are inferior to whites, more likely 
to commit crimes, come from broken homes, are all on wel- 
fare, and if we are not we are still whining and beggin ole 
massa and kindly miss ann for a handout. Even when we 
win literary prizes it lets the world know that up in the big 
house folks are not really sure that judging was fair, or the 
writin that good. And if we put on airs and act like we fancy 
intellectuals there is always some pure soul ready to let the 
world know we ain’t as we seem. Meanwhile back at the 
plantation, in an entire book that painstakingly documents 
the harsh reality of white supremacy and anti-black senti- 
ment, Hacker can undermine his own research with state- 
ments like: “Something called racism obviously exists.” Even 
though he continues and states: “But racism is real, an incu- 
bus that has haunted this country since Europeans first set 
foot on the continent. It goes beyond prejudice and discrimi- 
nation and even transcends bigotry, largely because it arises 
from outlooks and assumptions of which we are largely un- 
aware.” The “we” of unaware does not include black people. 
We do not have the luxury to be unaware and when we act 
unaware it is just that, an act—psychologists have a name 
for it—“denial.” Yet come to think of it can it not be that 
white folks are into “denial” bigtime themselves—that denial 
keeps us all as unaware as we wanna be. Denial is in fact a 
cornerstone of white European culture, and it has been 
called out by the major critical voices who speak to, for, and 
from the location of whiteness (Marx, Freud, Foucault). After 
all if we all pretend racism does not exist, that we do not 
know what it is or how to change it—it never has to go away. 
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Overt racist discrimination is not as fashionable as it once 
was and that is why everyone can pretend racism does not 
exist, so we need to talk about the vernacular discourse of 
neo-colonial white supremacy—similar to racism but not the 
same thing. Everyone in this society, women and men, boys 
and girls, who want to see an end to racism, an end to white 
supremacy, must begin to engage in a counter hegemonic 
“race talk” that is fiercely and passionately calling for change. 

For some of us talking race means moving past the pain 
to speak, not getting caught, trapped, silenced by the sadness 
and sorrow. I was not born into a world where anyone 
wanted me to talk about race. I was born into a world where 
folks talked about crackers, coons, and spooks with hushed 
voices and contorted facial expressions. I came into that 
world with no clue of the pain hidden behind the laughter, 
the performance art that took racism and made it into a little 
show, “how they see us versus how we see ourselves.” These 
shows made us laugh as children. Even though we lived in 
the midst of life-threatening racial apartheid we had not yet 
seen racism clearly. It had not stared us down. It had no 
face. We were ourselves before it came. They wanted us to 
be that way—to not see racism—old black folks. They 
wanted us to have a childhood—full of fun and innocence 
and sweet things—a childhood without racial pain. In those 
days we did not realize that the pain would never be ac- 
knowledged, not even by the folks who loved us, that ac- 
knowledging it would alienate and estrange us from the 
world we knew most intimately. 

Nowadays, it has become fashionable for white and black 
folks alike to act like they do not have the slightest clue as 
to why black folks might want to separate, to be together in 
some comer, or neighborhood, or even at some dining table 
in a world where we are surrounded by whiteness. It is not 
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a mystery. Those of us who remember living in the midst of 
racial apartheid know that the separate spaces, the times 
apart from whiteness, were for sanctuary, for reimagining 
and re-membering ourselves. In the past separate space 
meant down time, time for recovery and renewal. It was 
the time to dream resistance, time to theorize, plan, create 
strategies and go forward. The time to go forward is still 
upon us and we have long surrendered segregated spaces of 
radical opposition. Our separation now is usually mere es- 
cape—a sanctuary for hiding and forgetting. The time to 
remember is now. The time to speak a counter hegemonic 
race talk that is filled with the passion of remembrance and 
resistance is now. All our words are needed. To move past 
the pain, to feel the power of change, transformation, revolu- 
tion, we have to speak now—acknowledge our pain now, 
claim each other and our voices now. 

Reading much of the popular contemporary literature on 
race and racism written by men in this society, I discovered 
repeated insistence that racism will never end. The bleak 
future prophesied in these works stands in sharp contrast to 
the more hopeful vision offered in progressive feminist writ- 
ing on the issue of race and racism. This writing is funda- 
mentally optimistic even as it is courageously and fiercely 
critical precisely because it emerges from concrete struggles 
on the part of diverse groups of women to work together for 
a common cause, forging a politics of solidarity. The positive 
revolutionary vision in this work is the outcome of a willing- 
ness to examine race and racism from a standpoint that con- 
siders the interrelatedness of race, class, and gender. Yet it 
is not this insightful writing that receives the attention of 
the mainstream mass media. As we search as a nation for 
constructive ways to challenge racism and white supremacy, 
it is absolutely essential that progressive female voices gain 
a hearing. 
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The essays in this collection are my speaking. They talk 
race in myriad ways—look at it in terms of white supremacy, 
black and white relations, the interdependency and coalition 
politics between people of color. They observe it from a 
feminist standpoint, talk class and interrelated systems of 
domination. They critique, challenge, and call for change— 
sharing the vision of a beloved community where we can 
affirm race difference without pain, where racism is no more. 
Covering a span of twenty years, these essays reflect the 
vision of revolutionary hope that has always been present in 
the work of politicized feminist writers who think deeply 
about race relations in our society. A few of the essays are 
taken from earlier books and included because readers felt 
that they provoked thought on the issues and were a mean- 
ingful catalyst for change. Combined with recent writing on 
the issue of race, they bear witness to the passion for racial 
justice that remains a powerful legacy handed down to this 
generation from freedom fighters of all races who dared to 
create an anti-racist discourse, who dared to create and sus- 
tain an anti-racist social movement. In counter hegemonic 
race talk I testify in this writing—bear witness to the reality 
that our many cultures can be remade, that this nation can 
be transformed, that we can resist racism and in the act of 
resistance recover ourselves and be renewed. 


KILLING RAGE 


MILITANT RESISTANCE 


| am writing this essay sitting beside an anonymous white 
male that I long to murder. We have just been involved 
in an incident on an airplane where K, my friend and travel- 
ing companion, has been called to the front of the plane and 
publicly attacked by white female stewardesses who accuse 
her of trying to occupy a seat in first class that is not assigned 
to her. Although she had been assigned the seat, she was 
not given the appropriate boarding pass. When she tries to 
explain they ignore her. They keep explaining to her in loud 
voices as though she is a child, as though she is a foreigner 
who does not speak airline English, that she must take an- 
other seat. They do not want to know that the airline has 
made a mistake. They want only to ensure that the white 
male who has the appropriate boarding card will have a seat 
in first class. Realizing our powerlessness to alter the moment 
we take our seats. K moves to coach. And I take my seat 
next to the anonymous white man who quickly apologizes to 
K as she moves her bag from the seat he has comfortably 
settled in. I stare him down with rage, tell him that I do not 
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want to hear his liberal apologies, his repeated insistence that 
“it was not his fault.” I am shouting at him that it is not a 
question of blame, that the mistake was understandable, but 
that the way K was treated was completely unacceptable, 
that it reflected both racism and sexism. 

He let me know in no uncertain terms that he felt his 
apology was enough, that I should leave him be to sit back 
and enjoy his flight. In no uncertain terms I let him know 
that he had an opportunity to not be complicit with the 
racism and sexism that is so all-pervasive in this society (that 
he knew no white man would have been called on the loud- 
speaker to come to the front of the plane while another 
white male took his seat—a fact that he never disputed). 
Yelling at him I said, “It was not a question of your giving 
up the seat, it was an occasion for you to intervene in the 
harassment of a black woman and you chose your own com- 
fort and tried to deflect away from your complicity in that 
choice by offering an insincere, face-saving apology.” 

From the moment K and I had hailed a cab on the New 
York City street that afternoon we were confronting racism. 
The cabbie wanted us to leave his taxi and take another; he 
did not want to drive to the airport. When I said that I 
would willingly leave but also report him, he agreed to take 
us. K suggested we just get another cab. We faced similar 
hostility when we stood in the first-class line at the airport. 
Ready with our coupon upgrades, we were greeted by two 
young white airline employees who continued their personal 
conversation and acted as though it were a great interruption 
to serve us. When I tried to explain that we had upgrade 
coupons, I was told by the white male that “he was not 
talking to me.” It was not clear why they were so hostile. 
When I suggested to K that I never see white males receiving 
such treatment in the first-class line, the white female in- 
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sisted that “race” had nothing to do with it, that she was just 
trying to serve us as quickly as possible. I noted that as a 
line of white men stood behind us they were indeed eager 
to complete our transaction even if it meant showing no 
courtesy. Even when I requested to speak with a supervisor, 
shutting down that inner voice which urged me not to make 
a fuss, not to complain and possibly make life more difficult 
for the other black folks who would have to seek service 
from these two, the white attendants discussed together 
whether they would honor that request. Finally, the white 
male called a supervisor. He listened, apologized, stood qui- 
etly by as the white female gave us the appropriate service. 
When she handed me the tickets, I took a cursory look at 
them to see if all was in order. Everything seemed fine. Yet 
she looked at me with a gleam of hatred in her eye that 
startled, it was so intense. After we reached our gate, I 
shared with K that I should look at the tickets again because 
I kept seeing that gleam of hatred. Indeed, they had not 
been done properly. 

I went back to the counter and asked a helpful black sky- 
cap to find the supervisor. Even though he was black, I did 
not suggest that we had been the victims of racial harass- 
ment. I asked him instead if he could think of any reason 
why these two young white folks were so hostile. 

Though I have always been concerned about class elitism 
and hesitate to make complaints about individuals who work 
long hours at often unrewarding jobs that require them to 
serve the public, I felt our complaint was justified. It was a 
case of racial harassment. And I was compelled to complain 
because I feel that the vast majority of black folks who are 
subjected daily to forms of racial harassment have accepted 
this as one of the social conditions of our life in white su- 
premacist patriarchy that we cannot change. This acceptance 
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is a form of complicity. I left the counter feeling better, not 
feeling that I had possibly made it worse for the black folks 
who might come after me, but that maybe these young white 
folks would have to rethink their behaviors if enough folks 
complained. 

We were reminded of this incident when we boarded the 
plane and a black woman passenger arrived to take her seat 
in coach, only the white man sitting there refused to move. 
He did not have the correct boarding pass; she did. Yet he 
was not called to the front. No one compelled him to move 
as was done a few minutes later with my friend K. The very 
embarrassed black woman passenger kept repeating in a soft 
voice, “I am willing to sit anywhere.” She sat elsewhere. 

It was these sequences of racialized incidents involving 
black women that intensified my rage against the white man 
sitting next to me. I felt a “killing rage.” I wanted to stab 
him softly, to shoot him with the gun I wished I had in my 
purse. And as I watched his pain, I would say to him tenderly 
“racism hurts.” With no outlet, my rage turned to over- 
whelming grief and I began to weep, covering my face with 
my hands. All around me everyone acted as though they could 
not see me, as though I were invisible, with one exception. The 
white man seated next to me watched suspiciously whenever I 
reached for my purse. As though I were the black nightmare 
that haunted his dreams, he seemed to be waiting for me to 
strike, to be the fulfillment of his racist imagination. I leaned 
towards him with my legal pad and made sure he saw the title 
written in bold print: “Killing Rage.” 

In the course on black women novelists that I have been 
teaching this semester at City University, we have focused 
again and again on the question of black rage. We began the 
semester reading Harriet Jacobs’s autobiography, Incidents 
in the Life of a Slave Girl, asking ourselves “where is the 
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rage?” In the graduate seminar I teach on Toni Morrison we 
pondered whether black folks and white folks can ever be 
subjects together if white people remain unable to hear black 
rage, if it is the sound of that rage which must always remain 
repressed, contained, trapped in the realm of the unspeak- 
able. In Morrison’s first novel, The Bluest Eye, her narrator 
says of the dehumanized colonized little black girl Pecola 
that there would be hope for her if only she could express 
her rage, telling readers “anger is better, there is a presence 
in anger.” Perhaps then it is that “presence,” the assertion 
of subjectivity colonizers do not want to see, that surfaces 
when the colonized express rage. 

In these times most folks associate black rage with the 
underclass, with desperate and despairing black youth who in 
their hopelessness feel no need to silence unwanted passions. 
Those of us black folks who have “made it” have for the 
most part become skilled at repressing our rage. We do what 
Ann Petry’s heroine tells us we must in that prophetic forties 
novel about black female rage The Street. It is Lutie Johnson 
who exposes the rage underneath the calm persona. She de- 
clares: “Everyday we are choking down that rage.” In the 
nineties it is not just white folks who let black folks know 
they do not want to hear our rage, it is also the voices of 
cautious upper-class black academic gatekeepers who assure 
us that our rage has no place. Even though black psychiatrists 
William Grier and Price Cobbs could write an entire book 
called Black Rage, they used their Freudian standpoint to 
convince readers that rage was merely a sign of power- 
lessness. They named it pathological, explained it away. They 
did not urge the larger culture to see black rage as something 
other than sickness, to see it as a potentially healthy, poten- 
tially healing response to oppression and exploitation. 

In his most recent collection of essays, Race Matters, Cor- 
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nel West includes the chapter “Malcolm X and Black Rage” 
where he makes rage synonymous with “great love for black 
people.” West acknowledges that Malcolm X “articulated 
black rage in a manner unprecedented in American history,” 
yet he does not link that rage to a passion for justice that 
may not emerge from the context of great love. By collapsing 
Malcolm’s rage and his love, West attempts to explain that 
rage away, to temper it. Overall, contemporary reassessments 
of Malcolm X’s political career tend to deflect away from 
“killing rage.” Yet it seems that Malcolm X’s passionate ethi- 
cal commitment to justice served as the catalyst for his rage. 
That rage was not altered by shifts in his thinking about 
white folks, racial integration, etc. It is the clear defiant artic- 
ulation of that rage that continues to set Malcolm X apart 
from contemporary black thinkers and leaders who feel that 
“rage” has no place in anti-racist struggle. These leaders are 
often more concerned about their dialogues with white folks. 
Their repression of rage (if and when they feel it) and their 
silencing of the rage of other black people are the sacrificial 
offering they make to gain the ear of white listeners. Indeed, 
black folks who do not feel rage at racial injustice because 
their own lives are comfortable may feel as fearful of black 
rage as their white counterparts. Today degrees and intensi- 
ties of black rage seem to be overdetermined by the politics 
of location—by class privilege. 

I grew up in the apartheid South. We learned when we 
were very little that black people could die from feeling rage 
and expressing it to the wrong white folks. We learned to 
choke down our rage. This process of repression was aided 
by the existence of our separate neighborhoods. In all black 
schools, churches, juke joints, etc., we granted ourselves the 
luxury of forgetfulness. Within the comfort of those black 
spaces we did not constantly think about white supremacy 
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and its impact on our social status. We lived a large part of 
our lives not thinking about white folks. We lived in denial. 
And in living that way we were able to mute our rage. If 
black folks did strange, weird, or even brutally cruel acts now 
and then in our neighborhoods (cut someone to pieces over 
a card game, shoot somebody for looking at them the wrong 
way), we did not link this event to the myriad abuses and 
humiliations black folks suffered daily when we crossed the 
tracks and did what we had to do with and for whites to 
make a living. To express rage in that context was suicidal. 
Every black person knew it. Rage was reserved for life at 
home—for one another. 

To perpetuate and maintain white supremacy, white folks 
have colonized black Americans, and a part of that colonizing 
process has been teaching us to repress our rage, to never 
make them the targets of any anger we feel about racism. 
Most black people internalize this message well. And though 
many of us were taught that the repression of our rage was 
necessary to stay alive in the days before racial integration, 
we now know that one can be exiled forever from the prom- 
ise of economic well-being if that rage is not permanently 
silenced. Lecturing on race and racism all around this coun- 
try, I am always amazed when I hear white folks speak about 
their fear of black people, of being the victims of black vio- 
lence. They may never have spoken to a black person, and 
certainly never been hurt by a black person, but they are 
convinced that their response to blackness must first and 
foremost be fear and dread. They too live in denial. They 
claim to fear that black people will hurt them even though 
there is no evidence which suggests that black people rou- 
tinely hurt white people in this or any other culture. Despite 
the fact that many reported crimes are committed by black 
offenders, this does not happen so frequently as to suggest 
that all white people must fear any black person. 
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Now, black people are routinely assaulted and harassed by 
white people in white supremacist culture. This violence is 
condoned by the state. It is necessary for the maintenance 
of racial difference. Indeed, if black people have not learned 
our place as second-class citizens through educational institu- 
tions, we learn it by the daily assaults perpetuated by white 
offenders on our bodies and beings that we feel but rarely 
publicly protest or name. Though we do not live in the same 
fierce conditions of racial apartheid that only recently ceased 
being our collective social reality, most black folks believe 
that if they do not conform to white-determined standards 
of acceptable behavior they will not survive. We live in a 
society where we hear about white folks killing black people 
to express their rage. We can identify specific incidents 
throughout our history in this country whether it be Emmett 
Till, Bensonhurst, Howard Beach, etc. We can identify rare 
incidents where individual black folks have randomly re- 
sponded to their fear of white assault by killing. White rage 
is acceptable, can be both expressed and condoned, but black 
rage has no place and everyone knows it. 

When I first left the apartheid South, to attend a predom- 
inantly white institution of higher education, I was not in 
touch with my rage. I had been raised to dream only of 
racial uplift, of a day when white and black would live to- 
gether as one. I had been raised to turn the other cheek. 
However, the fresh air of white liberalism encountered 
when I went to the West Coast to attend college in the 
early seventies invited me to let go some of the terror and 
mistrust of white people that living in apartheid had bred 
in me. That terror keeps all rage at bay. I remember my 
first feelings of political rage against racism. They surfaced 
within me after I had read Fanon, Memmi, Freire. They 
came as I was reading Malcolm X’s autobiography. As Cor- 
nel West suggests in his essay, I felt that Malcolm X dared 
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black folks to claim our emotional subjectivity and that we 
could do this only by claiming our rage. 

Like all profound repression, my rage unleashed made me 
afraid. It forced me to turn my back on forgetfulness, called 
me out of my denial. It changed my relationship with home— 
with the South—made it so I could not return there. Inwardly, 
I felt as though I were a marked woman. A black person un- 
ashamed of her rage, using it as a catalyst to develop critical 
consciousness, to come to full decolonized self-actualization, 
had no real place in the existing social structure. I felt like 
an exile. Friends and professors wondered what had come 
over me. They shared their fear that this new militancy might 
consume me. When I journeyed home to see my family I felt 
estranged from them. They were suspicious of the new me. 
The “good” southern white folks who had always given me a 
helping hand began to worry that college was ruining me. I 
seemed alone in understanding that I was undergoing a pro- 
cess of radical politicization and self-recovery. 

Confronting my rage, witnessing the way it moved me to 
grow and change, I understood intimately that it had the 
potential not only to destroy but also to construct. Then and 
now I understand rage to be a necessary aspect of resistance 
struggle. Rage can act as a catalyst inspiring courageous ac- 
tion. By demanding that black people repress and annihilate 
our rage to assimilate, to reap the benetits of material privi- 
lege in white supremacist capitalist patriarchal culture, white 
folks urge us to remain complicit with their efforts to colo- 
nize, oppress, and exploit. Those of us black people who 
have the opportunity to further our economic status willingly 
surrender our rage. Many of us have no rage. As individual 
black people increase their class power, live in comfort, with 
money mediating the viciousness of racist assault, we can 
come to see both the society and white people differently. 
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We experience the world as infinitely less hostile to blackness 
than it actually is. This shift happens particularly as we buy 
into liberal individualism and see our individual fate as black 
people in no way linked to the collective fate. It is that link 
that sustains full awareness of the daily impact of racism on 
black people, particularly its hostile and brutal assaults. 
Black people who sustain that link often find that as we 
move on up” our rage intensifies. During that time of my 
life when racial apartheid forbid possibilities of intimacy and 
closeness with whites, I was most able to forget about the 
pain of racism. The intimacy I share with white people now 
seldom intervenes in the racism and is the cultural setting 
that provokes rage. Close to white folks, I am forced to wit- 
ness firsthand their willful ignorance about the impact of race 
and racism. The harsh absolutism of their denial. Their re- 
fusal to acknowledge accountability for racist conditions past 
and present. Those who doubt these perceptions can read a 
white male documenting their accuracy in Andrew Hacker’s 
work Two Nations: Black and White, Separate, Hostile, Un- 
equal. His work, like that of the many black scholars and 
thinkers whose ideas he draws upon, highlights the anti-black 
feelings white people cultivate and maintain in white su- 
premacist capitalist patriarchy. Racial hatred is real. And it 
is humanizing to be able to resist it with militant rage. 
Forgetfulness and denial enable masses of privileged black 
people to live the “good life” without ever coming to terms 
with black rage. Addictions of all sorts, cutting across class, 
enable black folks to forget, take the pain and the rage away, 
replacing it with dangerous apathy and hard-heartedness. Ad- 
dictions promote passive acceptance of victimization. In re- 
cent times conservative black thinkers have insisted that 
many black folks are wedded to a sense of victimization. That 
is only a partial truth. To tell the whole truth they would 
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have to speak about the way mainstream white culture offers 
the mantle of victimization as a substitute for transformation 
of society. White folks promote black victimization, encour- 
age passivity by rewarding those black folks who whine, 
grovel, beg, and obey. Perhaps this is what Toni Morrison’s 
character Joe Trace is talking about when he shares in Jazz 
the knowledge his play-father Mr. Frank taught him, “the 
secret of kindness from white people—they had to pity a thing 
before they could like it.” The presence of black victimization 
is welcomed. It comforts many whites precisely because it is 
the antithesis of activism. Internalization of victimization renders 
black folks powerless, unable to assert agency on our behalf. 
When we embrace victimization, we surrender our rage. 

My rage intensifies because I am not a victim. It burns in 
my psyche with an intensity that creates clarity. It is a con- 
structive healing rage. Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thich 
Nhat Hanh teaches that self-recovery is ultimately about 
learning to see clearly. The political process of decolonization 
is also a way for us to learn to see clearly. It is the way to 
freedom for both colonized and colonizer. The mutuality of 
a subject-to-subject encounter between those individuals who 
have decolonized their minds makes it possible for black rage 
to be heard, to be used constructively. 

Currently, we are daily bombarded with mass media im- 
ages of black rage, usually personified by angry young black 
males wreaking havoc upon the “innocent,” that teach every- 
one in the culture to see this rage as useless, without mean- 
ing, destructive. This one-dimensional misrepresentation of 
the power of rage helps maintain the status quo. Censoring 
militant response to race and racism, it ensures that there 
will be no revolutionary effort to gather that rage and use 
it for constructive social change. Significantly, contemporary 
reinterpretations and critiques of Malcolm X seek to redefine 
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him in a manner that strips him of rage as though this were 
his greatest flaw. Yet his “rage” for justice clearly pushed 
him towards greater and greater awareness. It pushed him 
to change. He is an example of how we can use rage to 
empower. It is tragic to see his image recouped to condone 
mindless anger and violence in black life. 

As long as black rage continues to be represented as always 
and only evil and destructive, we lack a vision of militancy 
that is necessary for transformative revolutionary action. I 
did not kill the white man on the plane even though I remain 
awed by the intensity of that desire. I did listen to my rage, 
allow it to motivate me to take pen in hand and write in the 
heat of that moment. At the end of the day, as I considered 
why it had been so full of racial incidents, of racist harass- 
ment, I thought that they served as harsh reminders compel- 
ling me to take a stand, speak out, choose whether I will be 
complicit or resist. All our silences in the face of racist assault 
are acts of complicity. What does our rage at injustice mean 
if it can be silenced, erased by individual material comfort? 
If aware black folks gladly trade in their critical political con- 
sciousness for opportunistic personal advancement then there 
is no place for rage and no hope that we can ever live to 
see the end of white supremacy. 

Rage can be consuming. It must be tempered by an en- 
gagement with a full range of emotional responses to black 
struggle for self-determination. In midlife, I see in myself 
that same rage at injustice which surfaced in me more than 
twenty years ago as I read the Autobiography of Malcolm X 
and experienced the world around me anew. Many of my 
peers seem to feel no rage or believe it has no place. They 
see themselves as estranged from angry black youth. Sharing 
rage connects those of us who are older and more experi- 
enced with younger black and non-black folks who are seek- 
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ing ways to be self-actualized, self-determined, who are eager 
to participate in anti-racist struggle. Renewed, organized 
black liberation struggle cannot happen if we remain unable 
to tap collective black rage. Progressive black activists must 
show how we take that rage and move it beyond fruitless 
scapegoating of any group, linking it instead to a passion 
for freedom and justice that illuminates, heals, and makes 
redemptive struggle possible. 


BEYOND BLACK RAGE 


ENDING RACISM 


Be Newsweek published its cover story “The Hid- 
den Rage of Successful Blacks,” before a disturbed 


black man shot white commuters on a New York train, I 
wrote an essay about killing rage, about the anger that was 
surfacing in me in response to racism in this society. In that 
essay I emphasized that it is a mark of the way black Ameri- 
cans cope with white supremacy that there are few reported 
incidents of black rage against racism leading us to target 
white folks. Shortly after this essay was written a black man 
randomly shot people on a New York train. They were not 
all white even though mass media made it appear that was 
the case. However, the motive behind the random killings 
was depicted as anger at racism. In notes he carried on his 
person he expressed anger at “racism By Caucasians and 
Uncle Tom Negroes.” Even though the gunman carried in 
his pocket a list containing the names of black male leaders, 
the white-dominated mass media turned his pathological ex- 
pression of anger towards blacks and whites alike into a rage 


against white people. Despite being psychologically dis- 
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turbed, the suspect never made racism synonymous with 
white people. He held accountable all the groups who help 
perpetuate and maintain institutionalized racism, including 
black folks. That the media chose to reduce his complex 
understanding of the nature of neo-colonial racism to rage 
against whites set the stage for white folks to further 
demonize and dehumanize all black folks while representing 
themselves as a group that is never carried away by killing 
rage. In newspaper articles reporting the incident there was 
no mention of enraged white folks killing blacks. Indeed the 
wife of one of the white victims shared her feeling that lots 
of whites “hate blacks, but they don’t go around shooting 
them.” Of course in saying this, she revealed her ignorance 
of a long, well-documented history of racist aggression 
towards blacks wherein enraged whites have done just that. 
Contrary to her uninformed assertion, the annals of history 
document the slaughter of black folks by enraged white 
Americans. Just days before the train incident, the newspaper 
USA Today carried a brief statement reporting that Ku Klux 
Klan informant Henry Alexander, dying of cancer, confessed 
to his wife that in 1957 he and three white male associates 
abducted a black man “and forced him to jump from a bridge 
into a river” in Alabama. The man was killed by the fall. 
Despite all the documented cases of shootings, lynchings, 
and various slaughters of black folks by hostile white racists 
we will never really know the exact numbers. And that is not 
really even important. It is important that everyone in the 
United States understand that white supremacy promotes, 
encourages, and condones all manner of violence against 
black people. Institutionalized racism allows this violence to 
remain unseen and/or renders it insignificant by suggesting 
it is justifiable punishment for some offense. Mass media do 
not see it as newsworthy. Yet when a black man carrying 
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notes about racism randomly kills folks on a train, that is 
deemed newsworthy. Reported everywhere in the world, this 
incident was used not to highlight white supremacy and its 
potential “maddening impact.” It became just another way 
to stereotype black males as irrational, angry predators. 

White-dominated mass media used this incident to con- 
tinue a long line of what Toni Morrison, in her editorial “On 
the Backs of Blacks,” calls “race talk”: “the explicit insertion 
into everyday life of racial signs and symbols that have no 
meaning other than pressing African Americans to the lowest 
level of the racial hierarchy.” She reminds us that “popular 
culture, shaped by film, theater, advertising, the press, televi- 
sion and literature, is heavily engaged in race talk. It partici- 
pates freely in this most enduring and efficient rite of passage 
into American culture: negative appraisals of the native-born 
black population.” Even though the black man on the New 
York train was not native born, his actions were presented 
as though they revealed secrets about the nature of all black 
people in this society. The secrets have to do with what 
Newsweek magazine had already informed the public about: 
the “hidden rage of successful blacks.” Significantly, when 
white-dominated mass media call attention to that rage, the 
point is to suggest that it is misguided, misplaced, an inap- 
propriate response since these are the black people one 
white man told me who “have been allowed to make it.” He 
does not hear the racial paternalism in his use of the word 
“allow.” Or understand that the rage expressed in this article 
was about the failure of success to mediate and break down 
racist barriers. That despite their success, the individuals who 
had made it still encountered racial discrimination. 

The persistence of racial discrimination was one of the 
social realities that consistently disturbed the peace of mind 
of the black man on the train. Newspapers all around the 
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United States suggested that it was overreactive concern 
about racism that led to the random killings. Professors at 
the university where the black suspect had been a student 
testified that “race was an obsession with him.” White folks 
responded to the incident by expressing their weariness of 
hearing about racism, especially from affluent black folks, or 
individuals like the man on the train who, though from a 
privileged background, had not attained desired success. 
Clearly, he attributed his lack of success to institutionalized 
racism. Ironically, even though he is a Jamaican immigrant 
from an upper-class family, class was not perceived as an issue 
in this incident. Newspaper and magazine articles did not dis- 
cuss whether there are differences in the rage of successful 
blacks and that of the underclass. Instead this incident became 
an occasion for white-dominated mass media to send a very 
clear message to all African Americans that there is no place in 
this society for the speaking of black rage, or for acting it out. 

Indeed, this incident became the catalyst for a public dis- 
course wherein black rage could be mocked and trivialized, 
talked about as though there are no social conditions that 
should invoke such an extreme, potentially insane response. 
That public discussion intensified during the time that the 
white lawyers representing the defendant used “black rage” 
as an explanation for this crime. A recent editorial in New 
York magazine, “Capitalizing on a Killer” by Eric Pooley, is 
an example of this trend; it carried the subtitle “A Spurious 
‘Black Rage’ Defense.” Pooley asserts: “Over and over in the 
past decade, activists have used black rage as the largely 
unspoken justification for all kinds of despicable behavior— 
the outrageous lies of Al Sharpton during the Tawana Braw- 
ley caper, the gang rape by teenagers in the Central Park 
jogger case, the black boycott of a Korean grocery, the reign 
of terror in Crown Heights. . .. The black rage theory insults 
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African-Americans because it allows any behavior by blacks 
to be excused—even celebrated—as a response to oppres- 
sion.” One wonders how it can be that Pooley knows that 
black folks attempt to justify corruption on the basis of black 
rage if until recently it was never overtly cited as the reason 
for aberrant behavior. Pooley can accept black anger but he 
is unable to make a distinction between the rage many black 
people feel and the way mainstream mass media represent 
that rage or the black response to it. He does not tell readers 
how the vast majority of black folks responded to the shoot- 
ing on the train. Most black folks felt that the assailant was 
psychologically “crazy” even though they also added that the 
conditions of racism can “drive one mad.” Unlike mass 
media, most black folks can recognize that it is ethically and 
morally wrong to kill folks even as we can also sympathize 
with mental illness that is either engendered or exacerbated 
by life in white supremacist capitalist patriarchy. 

A complex understanding of black rage will not emerge 
with this case since as spectacle, it is already being designed 
to invalidate the reality of black response to racism. That 
invalidation is happening both by racist whites who want to 
see the suspect murdered by the state and the liberal white 
lawyers Kunstler and Kuby who began by launching a de- 
fense of blaming white racism for black rage. They insist: 
“We are not saying he is justified. Were not saying that 
people should name their children after him or follow in his 
footsteps. We’re just saying that he was not responsible for 
his own conduct. We’re saying white racism is to blame.” 

Already a carnivalesque aura surrounds public debate 
about black rage. Overall, that atmosphere undermines the 
possibility that there will be any serious understanding of the 
way in which living in a white supremacist context, suffering 
racist discrimination and/or exploitation and oppression, can 
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create and/or exacerbate mental illness. By deploying a de- 
fense that seeks to pathologize “black rage” as though all 
rage is inherently pathological, Kunstler and Kuby invalidate 
the idea that rage against racism does not signal insanity 
or pathology. By concocting a defense that relies on biased 
Eurocentric one-dimensional explanations for black rage, 
they perpetuate racist stereotypes. 

Many African Americans feel uncontrollable rage when we 
encounter white supremacist aggression. That rage is not 
pathological. It is an appropriate response to injustice. How- 
ever, if not processed constructively, it can lead to pathologi- 
cal behavior—but so can any rage, irrespective of the cause 
that serves as a catalyst. In my own case, the anger I felt 
about white supremacy that surfaced so intensely as to be 
murderous shocked me. I had never felt such uncontroilable 
“killing rage.” Had I killed the white man whose behavior 
evoked that rage, I feel that it would not have been caused 
by “white racism” but by the madness engendered by a 
pathological context. Until this culture can acknowledge the 
pathology of white supremacy, we will never create a cultural 
context wherein the madness of white racist hatred of blacks 
or the uncontrollable rage that surfaces as a response to that 
madness can be investigated, critically studied, and under- 
stood. Denying that rage is at times a useful and constructive 
response to exploitation, oppression, and continued injustice, 
but it creates a cultural climate where the psychological im- 
pact of racism can be ignored, and where race and racism 
become topics that are depoliticized. Racism can then be 
represented as an issue for blacks only, a mere figment of 
our perverse paranoid imaginations, while all whites continue 
to be brainwashed to deny the existence of an institutionalized 
racist structure that they work to perpetuate and maintain. 
Rage about racism in this society intensifies among blacks and 
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our allies in struggle as white denial reaches epidemic patho- 
logical proportions. The danger of that denial cannot be under- 
stood, nor the rage it evokes, as long as the public refuses to 
acknowledge that this is a white supremacist culture and that 
white supremacy is rooted in pathological responses to differ- 
ence. Concurrently, without a more sophisticated understand- 
ing of those particularly extreme expressions of rage which 
indicate serious mental disorder, we will not be able to address 
the complexity and multidimensional nature of black rage. We 
will not be able to understand the psychological displacement 
of grief and pain into rage. And without that understanding the 
deeper dimensions of black rage cannot be acknowledged, nor 
the psychological wounds it masks attended to. 

None of the successful black people quoted in the News- 
week article spoke about feeling “killing rage.” Yet in the 
aftermath of the train incident, I heard many well-off black 
people express their identification with the killer. They de- 
scribed incident after incident in which they found them- 
selves suppressing the longing to violently respond to verbal 
racist statements and/or assault. Even though I experienced 
killing rage, I was appalled by the intensity of those feelings. 
They did not lead me to feel any covert, passive-aggressive 
“pleasure” about the train incident even though I heard 
many wealthy and privileged black folks express pleasure. 
These revelations surprised me since so many of these folks 
spend their working and intimate lives in the company of 
white colleagues, friends, and loved ones. Listening to them 
it was clear that they felt no militant rage about the way 
white supremacy exploits and oppresses black people, but 
collectively they were enraged by the reality that they are 
not exempt from racist assault. Their rage erupts because 
they have spent so much time acquiescing to white power to 
achieve—assimilating, changing themselves, suppressing true 
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feelings. Their rage surfaces because they make these 
changes believing that doing so will mean they will be ac- 
cepted as equals. When they are not treated as equals by 
the whites they have admired, subordinated their integrity 
to, they are shocked. Again, it must be stated that their rage 
is not a militant rage at the way white supremacy exploits 
and/or oppresses black people collectively. It is a narcissistic 
rage rooted in the ideology of hierarchical privilege that says 
“they,” not all black people, should be treated better. They 
see themselves as more deserving. Unlike underclass and un- 
derprivileged black people, they have a sense of entitlement. 
And it is the sense that they will be selected out and treated 
better, bred into them at birth by their class values, that 
erupts into rage when white folks arbitrarily choose to make 
no distinction between a black person from an “elite” class 
and someone from the underclass. And even though some 
whites may respond to the rage of successful blacks by dis- 
missing it as “whining,” plenty of other white people respond 
by rewarding them for wearing the mantle of victimhood. 
Pimping white guilt in competitive workplaces is seen by 
some individual successful blacks as a useful networking 
strategy not unlike those used by white folks who pimp 
shared white genealogy, background, schooling, etc. When 
ass kissing, sucking face, and brown nosing do not work to 
counter racist barriers, it is no wonder that these individuals 
who have compromised to “make it” harbor repressed patho- 
logical rage that may be more intense than any rage felt by 
an underclass black person who has never trusted white peo- 
ple or endeavored to please them to receive rewards. 

All the public attention that the rage of successful blacks is 
receiving (and the train incident represents a perversion of 
this rage since the suspect suggested in his notes that he was 


angry because he had done all the right things to succeed and 
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should have had no problems) strategically trivializes both the 
actual concrete brutal oppressive manifestations of racism in 
this society as well as resistance to that racism. Mass media’s 
trivialization of black rage reinforces white denial that white 
supremacy exists, that it is institutionalized, perpetuated by a 
system that condones the dehumanization of black people, by 
encouraging everyone to dismiss rage against racism as in no 
way a response to concrete reality since the black folks they 
see complaining are affluent. Concurrently, affluent blacks are 
rarely linking their rage to any progressive challenge and cri- 
tique of white supremacy rooted in solidarity with the black 
masses. Made to feel ashamed that they or anyone else dare 
to even speak about rage at racial discrimination, often privi- 
leged-class black people are the group most eager to silence 
discussions of militant rage because they are not interested 
in fundamentally challenging and changing white supremacist 
capitalist patriarchy. They simply want equal access to privi- 
lege within the existing structure. However, when they speak 
their narcissistic rage, public trivialization of it leads to the 
mocking of all black rage, to censorship and repression. The 
black rage that white power wants to suppress is not the nar- 
cissistic whine of the black privileged classes, it is the rage of 
the downtrodden and oppressed that could be mobilized to 
mount militant resistance to white supremacy. 

It is useful for white supremacist capitalist patriarchy to 
make all black rage appear pathological rather than identify 
the structure wherein that rage surfaces. At times black rage 
may express itself pathologically. However, it also can express 
itself in ways that lead to constructive empowerment. Black 
rage against injustice, against systems of domination, particu- 
larly as it is expressed in black youth culture, is mirrored in 
the rebellion against the white supremacist bourgeois sensi- 


bility expressed by white youth. Calling attention to this con- 
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nection in a recent interview in Artforum, radical gay 
filmmaker John Waters comments: “One thing that I find 
fascinating, now that my generation has kids and those kids 
are rebelling, is that if theyre white the only way they can 
rebel is to be black. My generation marched for Martin Lu- 
ther King Jr., but they didn’t want their kids to be blacks. 
That’s the difference between my generation and their kids.” 
This is a generation of kids who are tired of racism and 
white supremacy, who are less willing to engage in denial, a 
generation that may be willing to launch organized collective 
resistance. White and black conservatives alike fear them and 
want to wipe out both their sense of connectedness and any 
possibility that they might join together to engage in pro- 
cesses of radical politicization that would transform this na- 
tion. Racist white adults want their children to fear blackness 
so that they will not cross race boundaries and unite in politi- 
cal solidarity. They want them to see black rage as always 
and only pathological rather than as a just response to an 
unjust situation. These bourgeois whites, like many of their 
black counterparts, do not want rage against the status quo to 
assume the form of strategic resistance. Hence their mutual 
investment in mocking and trivializing black rage. 

The rage of the oppressed is never the same as the rage 
of the privileged. One group can change their lot only by 
changing the system; the other hopes to be rewarded within 
the system. Public focus on black rage, the attempt to trivial- 
ize and dismiss it, must be subverted by public discourse 
about the pathology of white supremacy, the madness it cre- 
ates. We need to talk seriously about ending racism if we 
want to see an end to rage. White supremacy is frightening. 
It promotes mental illness and various dysfunctional behav- 
iors on the part of whites and non-whites. It is the real and 
present danger—not black rage. 


REPRESENTATIONS OF 
WHITENESS IN THE BLACK 
IMAGINATION 


LES there has never been any official body of 
black people in the United States who have gathered 
as anthropologists and/or ethnographers to study whiteness, 
black folks have, from slavery on, shared in conversations 
with one another “special” knowledge of whiteness gleaned 
from close scrutiny of white people. Deemed special because 
it was not a way of knowing that has been recorded fully in 
written material, its purpose was to help black folks cope 
and survive in a white supremacist society. For years, black 
domestic servants working in white homes, acting as infor- 
mants, brought knowledge back to segregated communities— 
details, facts, observations, and psychoanalytic readings of the 
white Other. 

Sharing the fascination with difference that white people 
have collectively expressed openly (and at times vulgarly) as 
they have traveled around the world in pursuit of the Other 
and Otherness, black people, especially those living during 
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the historical period of racial apartheid and legal segregation, 
have similarly maintained steadfast and ongoing curiosity 
about the “ghosts,” “the barbarians,” these strange appari- 
tions they were forced to serve. In the chapter on “Wildness” 
in Shamanism, Colonialism, and the Wild Man, Michael 
Taussig urges a stretching of our imagination and under- 
standing of the Other to include inscriptions “on the edge 
of official history.” Naming his critical project, identifying the 
passion he brings to the quest to know more deeply you who 
are not ourselves, Taussig explains: 


I am trying to reproduce a mode of perception—a way 
of seeing through a way of talking—figuring the world 
through dialogue that comes alive with sudden trans- 
formative force in the crannies of everyday life’s pauses 
and juxtapositions, as in the kitchens of the Putumayo 
or in the streets around the church in the Niña Maria. 
It is always a way of representing the world in the round- 
about “speech” of the collage of things. ... It is a mode 
of perception that catches on the debris of history.... 


I, too, am in search of the debris of history. I am wiping 
the dust off past conversations to remember some of what 
was shared in the old days when black folks had little intimate 
contact with whites, when we were much more open about 
the way we connected whiteness with the mysterious, the 
strange, and the terrible. Of course, everything has changed. 
Now many black people live in the “bush of ghosts” and do 
not know themselves separate from whiteness. They do not 
know this thing we call “difference.” Systems of domination, 
imperialism, colonialism, and racism actively coerce black folks 
to internalize negative perceptions of blackness, to be self- 
hating. Many of us succumb to this. Yet blacks who imitate 
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whites (adopting their values, speech, habits of being, etc.) 
continue to regard whiteness with suspicion, fear, and even 
hatred. This contradictory longing to possess the reality of the 
Other, even though that reality is one that wounds and negates, 
is expressive of the desire to understand the mystery, to know 
intimately through imitation, as though such knowing worn like 
an amulet, a mask, will ward away the evil, the terror. 

Searching the critical work of post-colonial critics, I found 
much writing that bespeaks the continued fascination with the 
way white minds, particularly the colonial imperialist traveler, 
perceive blackness, and very little expressed interest in repre- 
sentations of whiteness in the black imagination. Black cultural 
and social critics allude to such representations in their writ- 
ing, yet only a few have dared to make explicit those percep- 
tions of whiteness that they think will discomfort or antagonize 
readers. James Baldwin’s collection of essays Notes of a Native 
Son explores these issues with a clarity and frankness that is 
no longer fashionable in a world where evocations of pluralism 
and diversity act to obscure differences arbitrarily imposed 
and maintained by white racist domination. Addressing the 
way in which whiteness exists without knowledge of blackness 
even as it collectively asserts control, Baldwin links issues of 
recognition to the practice of imperialist racial domination. 
Writing about being the first black person to visit a Swiss 
village with only white inhabitants in his essay “Stranger in 
the Village,” Baldwin notes his response to the village’s yearly 
ritual of painting individuals black who were then positioned 
as slaves and bought so that the villagers could celebrate their 
concern with converting the souls of the “natives”: 


I thought of white men arriving for the first time in an 
African village, strangers there, as I am a stranger here, 
and tried to imagine the astounded populace touching 
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their hair and marveling at the color of their skin. But 
there is a great difference between being the first white 
man to be seen by Africans and being the first black 
man to be seen by whites. The white man takes the 
astonishment as tribute, for he arrives to conquer and 
to convert the natives, whose inferiority in relation to 
himself is not even to be questioned, whereas I, without 
a thought of conquest, find myself among a people 
whose culture controls me, has even, in a sense, created 
me, people who have cost me more in anguish and rage 
than they will ever know, who yet do not even know of 
my existence. The astonishment with which I might have 
greeted them, should they have stumbled into my Afri- 
can village a few hundred years ago, might have rejoiced 
their hearts. But the astonishment with which they greet 
me today can only poison mine. 


My thinking about representations of whiteness in the 
black imagination has been stimulated by classroom discus- 
sions about the way in which the absence of recognition is 
a strategy that facilitates making a group the Other. In these 
classrooms there have been heated debates among students 
when white students respond with disbelief, shock, and rage 
as they listen to black students talk about whiteness, when 
they are compelled to hear observations, stereotypes, ete., 
that are offered as “data” gleaned from close scrutiny and 
study. Usually, white students respond with naive amazement 
that black people critically assess white people from a stand- 
point where “whiteness” is the privileged signifier. Their 
amazement that black people watch white people with a criti- 
cal “ethnographic” gaze is itself an expression of racism. 
Often their rage erupts because they believe that all ways of 
looking that highlight difference subvert the liberal belief in 
a universal subjectivity (we are all just people) that they think 


WHITENESS IN THE BLACK IMAGINATION | 35 


will make racism disappear. They have a deep emotional 
investment in the myth of “sameness,” even as their actions 
reflect the primacy of whiteness as a sign informing who they 
are and how they think. Many of them are shocked that 
black people think critically about whiteness because racist 
thinking perpetuates the fantasy that the Other who is subju- 
gated, who is subhuman, lacks the ability to comprehend, to 
understand, to see the working of the powerful. Even though 
the majority of these students politically consider themselves 
liberals and anti-racist, they too unwittingly invest in the 
sense of whiteness as mystery. 

In white supremacist society, white people can “safely” 
imagine that they are invisible to black people since the 
power they have historically asserted, and even now collec- 
tively assert over black people, accorded them the right to 
control the black gaze. As fantastic as it may seem, racist 
white people find it easy to imagine that black people cannot 
see them if within their desire they do not want to be seen 
by the dark Other. One mark of oppression was that black 
folks were compelled to assume the mantle of invisibility, to 
erase all traces of their subjectivity during slavery and the 
long years of racial apartheid, so that they could be better, 
less threatening servants. An effective strategy of white su- 
premacist terror and dehumanization during slavery centered 
around white control of the black gaze. Black slaves, and 
later manumitted servants, could be brutally punished for 
looking, for appearing to observe the whites they were serv- 
ing, as only a subject can observe, or see. To be fully an 
object then was to lack the capacity to see or recognize real- 
ity. These looking relations were reinforced as whites culti- 
vated the practice of denying the subjectivity of blacks (the 
better to dehumanize and oppress), of relegating them to the 
realm of the invisible. Growing up in a Kentucky household 
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where black servants lived in the same dwelling with the 
white family who employed them, newspaper heiress Sallie 
Bingham recalls, in her autobiography Passion and Prejudice, 
“Blacks, I realized, were simply invisible to most white peo- 
ple, except as a pair of hands offering a drink on a silver 
tray.” Reduced to the machinery of bodily physical labor, 
black people learned to appear before whites as though they 
were zombies, cultivating the habit of casting the gaze down- 
ward so as not to appear uppity. To look directly was an 
assertion of subjectivity, equality. Safety resided in the pre- 
tense of invisibility. 

Even though legal racial apartheid no longer is a norm 
in the United States, the habits that uphold and maintain 
institutionalized white supremacy linger. Since most white 
people do not have to “see” black people (constantly ap- 
pearing on billboards, television, movies, in magazines, etc.) 
and they do not need to be ever on guard nor to observe 
black people to be safe, they can live as though black people 
are invisible, and they can imagine that they are also invisible 
to blacks. Some white people may even imagine there is no 
representation of whiteness in the black imagination, espe- 
cially one that is based on concrete observation or mythic 
conjecture. They think they are seen by black folks only as 
they want to appear. Ideologically, the rhetoric of white su- 
premacy supplies a fantasy of whiteness. Described in Rich- 
ard Dyer’s essay “White,” this fantasy makes whiteness 
synonymous with goodness: 


Power in contemporary society habitually passes itself 
off as embodied in the normal as opposed to the supe- 
rior. This is common to all forms of power, but it works 
in a peculiarly seductive way with whiteness, because 
of the way it seems rooted, in common-sense thought, 


a) 
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in things other than ethnic difference.... Thus it is 
said (even in liberal textbooks) that there are inevitable 
associations of white with light and therefore safety, 
and black with dark and therefore danger, and that this 
explains racism (whereas one might well argue about 
the safety of the cover of darkness, and the danger of 
exposure to the light); again, and with more justice, 
people point to the Jewish and Christian use of white 
and black to symbolize good and evil, as carried still in 
such expressions as “a black mark,” “white magic,” “to 
blacken the character” and so on. Socialized to believe 
the fantasy, that whiteness represents goodness and all 
that is benign and non-threatening, many white people 
assume this is the way black people conceptualize 
whiteness. They do not imagine that the way whiteness 
makes its presence felt in black life, most often as ter- 
rorizing imposition, a power that wounds, hurts, tor- 
tures, is a reality that disrupts the fantasy of whiteness 
as representing goodness. 


Collectively black people remain rather silent about repre- 
sentations of whiteness in the black imagination. As in the 
old days of racial segregation where black folks learned to 
“wear the mask,” many of us pretend to be comfortable in 
the face of whiteness only to turn our backs and give expres- 
sion to intense levels of discomfort. Especially talked about 
is the representation of whiteness as terrorizing. Without 
evoking a simplistic essentialist “us and them” dichotomy 
that suggests black folks merely invert stereotypical racist 
interpretations so that black becomes synonymous with good- 
ness and white with evil, I want to focus on that representa- 
tion of whiteness that is not formed in reaction to stereotypes 
but emerges as a response to the traumatic pain and anguish 
that remains a consequence of white racist domination, a 
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psychic state that informs and shapes the way black folks 
“see” whiteness. Stereotypes black folks maintain about white 
folks are not the only representations of whiteness in the 
black imagination. They emerge primarily as responses to 
white stereotypes of blackness. Lorraine Hansberry argues 
that black stereotypes of whites emerge as a trickle-down 
process of white stereotypes of blackness, where there is the 
projection onto an Other all that we deny about ourselves. In 
Young, Gifted, and Black, she identifies particular stereotypes 
about white people that are commonly cited in black commu- 
nities and urges us not to “celebrate this madness in any 
direction”: 


Is it not “known” in the ghetto that white people, as an 
entity, are “dirty” (especially white women—who never 
seem to do their own cleaning); inherently “cruel” (the 
cold, fierce roots of Europe; who else could put all those 
people into ovens scientifically); “smart” (you really have 
to hand it to the m.f.’s), and anything but cold and pas- 
sionless (because look who has had to live with little else 
than their passions in the guise of love and hatred all 
these centuries)? And so on. 


Stereotypes, however inaccurate, are one form of repre- 
sentation. Like fictions, they are created to serve as substitu- 
tions, standing in for what is real. They are there not to tell 
it like it is but to invite and encourage pretense. They are a 
fantasy, a projection onto the Other that makes them less 
threatening. Stereotypes abound when there is distance. 
They are an invention, a pretense that one knows when the 
steps that would make real knowing possible cannot be taken 
or are not allowed. 

Looking past stereotypes to consider various representa- 
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tions of whiteness in the black imagination, | appeal to 
memory, to my earliest recollections of ways these issues 
were raised in black life. Returning to memories of growing 
up in the social circumstances created by racial apartheid, 
to all black spaces on the edges of town, I reinhabit a loca- 
tion where black folks associated whiteness with the terri- 
ble, the terrifying, the terrorizing. White people were 
regarded as terrorists, especially those who dared to enter 
that segregated space of blackness. As a child, I did not 
know any white people. They were strangers, rarely seen in 
our neighborhoods. The “official” white men who came 
across the tracks were there to sell products, Bibles, and 
insurance. They terrorized by economic exploitation. What 
did I see in the gazes of those white men who crossed our 
thresholds that made me afraid, that made black children 
unable to speak? Did they understand at all how strange 
their whiteness appeared in our living rooms, how threaten- 
ing? Did they journey across the tracks with the same “ad- 
venturous” spirit that other white men carried to Africa, 
Asia, to those mysterious places they would one day call the 
“third world”? Did they come to our houses to meet the 
Other face-to-face and enact the colonizer role, dominating 
us on our own turf? 

Their presence terrified me. Whatever their mission, they 
looked too much like the unofficial white men who came to 
enact rituals of terror and torture. As a child, I did not know 
how to tell them apart, how to ask the “real white people to 
please stand up.” The terror that I felt is one black people 
have shared. Whites learn about it secondhand. Confessing 
in Soul Sister that she too began to feel this terror after 
changing her skin to appear “black” and going to live in the 
South, Grace Halsell described her altered sense of 
whiteness: 
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Caught in this climate of hate, I am totally terror- 
stricken, and I search my mind to know why I am fearful 
of my own people. Yet they no longer seem my people, 
but rather the “enemy” arrayed in large numbers against 
me in some hostile territory.... My wild heartbeat is a 
secondhand kind of terror. I know that I cannot possibly 
experience what they, the black people, experience. . . . 


Black folks raised in the North do not escape this sense of 
terror. In her autobiography, Every Good-bye Ain’t Gone, Itabari 
Njeri begins the narrative of her northern childhood with a mem- 
ory of southern roots. Traveling south as an adult to investigate the 
murder of her grandfather by white youth who were drag racing 
and ran him down in the streets, Njeri recalls that for many 
years “the distant and accidental violence that took my grandfa- 
ther’s life could not compete with the psychological terror that 
had begun to engulf my own.” Ultimately, she begins to link 
that terror with the history of black people in the United States, 


seeing it as an imprint carried from the past to the present: 


As I grew older, my grandfather assumed mythic propor- 
tions in my imagination. Even in absence, he filled my 
room like music and watched over me when I was fear- 
ful. His fantasized presence diverted thoughts of my 
father’s drunken rages. With age, my fantasizing ceased, 
the image of my grandfather faded. What lingered was 
the memory of his caress, the pain of something missing 
in my life, wrenched away by reckless white youths. I 
had a growing sense—the beginning of an inevitable 
comprehension—that this society deals blacks a dispro- 
portionate share of pain and denial. 


Njeri’s journey takes her through the pain and terror of the 
past, only the memories do not fade. They linger as does the 
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pain and bitterness: “Against a backdrop of personal loss, 
against the evidence of history that fills me with a knowledge 
of the hateful behavior of whites toward blacks, I see the 
people of Bainbridge. And I cannot trust them. I cannot 
absolve them.” If it is possible to conquer terror through 
ritual reenactment, that is what Njeri does. She goes back 
to the scene of the crime, dares to face the enemy. It is 
this confrontation that forces the terror of history to loosen 
its grip. 

To name that whiteness in the black imagination is often 
a representation of terror. One must face written histories 
that erase and deny, that reinvent the past to make the pres- 
ent vision of racial harmony and pluralism more plausible. 
To bear the burden of memory one must willingly journey 
to places long uninhabited, searching the debris of history 
for traces of the unforgettable, all knowledge of which has 
been suppressed. Njeri laments that “nobody really knows 
us.” She writes, “So institutionalized is the ignorance of our 
history, our culture, our everyday existence that, often, we 
do not even know ourselves.” Theorizing black experience, 
we seek to uncover, restore, as well as to deconstruct, so 
that new paths, different journeys, are possible. Indeed, Ed- 
ward Said, in his essay “Traveling Theory,” argues that theory 
can “threaten reification, as well as the entire bourgeois sys- 
tem on which reification depends, with destruction.” The 
call to theorize black experience is constantly challenged and 
subverted by conservative voices reluctant to move from fixed 
locations. Said reminds us: 


Theory ... is won as the result of a process that begins 
when consciousness first experiences its own terrible os- 
sification in the general reification of all things under 
capitalism; then when consciousness generalizes (or classes) 
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itself as something opposed to other objects, and feels itself 
as contradiction to (or crisis within) objectification, there 
emerges a consciousness of change in the status quo; 
finally, moving toward freedom and fulfillment, con- 
sciousness looks ahead to complete self-realization, 
which is of course the revolutionary process stretching 
forward in time, perceivable now only as theory or 
projection. 


Traveling, moving into the past, Njeri pieces together frag- 
ments. Who does she see staring into the face of a southern 
white man who was said to be the murderer? Does the terror 
in his face mirror the look of the unsuspecting black man 
whose death history does not name or record? Baldwin wrote 
that “people are trapped in history and history is trapped in 
them.” There is then only the fantasy of escape, or the prom- 
ise that what is lost will be found, rediscovered, and re- 
turned. For black folks, reconstructing an archaeology of 
memory makes return possible, the journey to a place we 
can never call home even as we reinhabit it to make sense 
of present locations. Such journeying cannot be fully encom- 
passed by conventional notions of travel. 

Spinning off from Said’s essay, James Clifford, in “Notes 
on Travel and Theory,” celebrates the idea of journeying, 
asserting: 


This sense of worldly, “mapped” movement is also why 
it may be worth holding on to the term “travel,” despite 
its connotations of middle class “literary” or recreational 
journeying, spatial practices long associated with male 
experiences and virtues. “Travel” suggests, at least, pro- 
fane activity, following public routes and beaten tracks. 
How do different populations, classes and genders 
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travel? What kinds of knowledges, stories, and theories 
do they produce? A crucial research agenda opens up. 


Reading this piece and listening to Clifford talk about theory 
and travel, I appreciated his efforts to expand the travel/ 
theoretical frontier so that it might be more inclusive, even 
as I considered that to answer the questions he poses is to 
propose a deconstruction of the conventional sense of travel, 
and put alongside it, or in its place, a theory of the journey 
that would expose the extent to which holding on to the 
concept of “travel” as we know it is also a way to hold on 
to imperialism. 

For some individuals, clinging to the conventional sense 
of travel allows them to remain fascinated with imperialism, 
to write about it, seductively evoking what Renato Rosaldo 
aptly calls, in Culture and Truth, “imperialist nostalgia.” Sig- 
nificantly, he reminds readers that “even politically progres- 
sive North American audiences have enjoyed the elegance of 
manners governing relations of dominance and subordination 
between the ‘races. ” Theories of travel produced outside 
conventional borders might want the Journey to become the 
rubric within which travel, as a starting point for discourse, 
is associated with different headings—rites of passage, immi- 
gration, enforced migration, relocation, enslavement, and 
homelessness. “Travel” is not a word that can be easily 
evoked to talk about the Middle Passage, the Trail of Tears, 
the landing of Chinese immigrants, the forced relocation of 
Japanese Americans, or the plight of the homeless. Theoriz- 
ing diverse journeying is crucial to our understanding of any 
politics of location. As Clifford asserts at the end of his essay: 


Theory is always written from some “where,” and that 
“where” is less a place than itineraries: different, con- 
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crete histories of dwelling, immigration, exile, migration. 
These include the migration of third world intellectuals 
into the metropolitan universities, to pass through or to 
remain, changed by their travel but marked by places of 
origin, by peculiar allegiances and alienations. 


Listening to Clifford “playfully” evoke a sense of travel, I 
felt such an evocation would always make it difficult for there 
to be recognition of an experience of travel that is not about 
play but is an encounter with terrorism. And it is crucial that 
we recognize that the hegemony of one experience of travel 
can make it impossible to articulate another experience or 
for it to be heard. From certain standpoints, to travel is to 
encounter the terrorizing force of white supremacy. To tell 
my “travel” stories, I must name the movement from racially 
segregated southern community, from rural black Baptist ori- 
gin, to prestigious white university settings. I must be able 
to speak about what it is like to be leaving Italy after I have 
given a talk on racism and feminism, hosted by the parlia- 
ment, only to stand for hours while I am interrogated by 
white officials who do not have to respond when I inquire 
as to why the questions they ask me are different from those 
asked the white people in line before me. Thinking only that 
I must endure this public questioning, the stares of those 
around me, because my skin is black, I am startled when I 
am asked if I speak Arabic, when I am told that women like 
me receive presents from men without knowing what those 
presents are. Reminded of another time when I was strip- 
searched by French officials, who were stopping black people 
to make sure we were not illegal immigrants and/or terrorists, 
I think that one fantasy of whiteness is that the threatening 
Other is always a terrorist. This projection enables many 
white people to imagine there is no representation of white- 
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ness as terror, as terrorizing. Yet it is this representation of 
whiteness in the black imagination, first learned in the nar- 
row confines of poor black rural community, that is sustained 
by my travels to many different locations. 

To travel, I must always move through fear, confront ter- 
ror. It helps to be able to link this individual experience to 
the collective journeying of black people, to the Middle Pas- 
sage, to the mass migration of southern black folks to north- 
ern cities in the early part of the twentieth century. Michel 
Foucault posits memory as a site of resistance. As Jonathan 
Arac puts it in his introduction to Postmodernism and Poli- 
tics, the process of remembering can be a practice which 
“transforms history from a judgement on the past in the 
name of a present truth to a ‘counter-memory’ that combats 
our current modes of truth and justice, helping us to under- 
stand and change the present by placing it in a new relation 
to the past.” It is useful, when theorizing black experience, 
to examine the way the concept of “terror” is linked to repre- 
sentations of whiteness. 

In the absence of the reality of whiteness, I learned as a 
child that to be “safe” it was important to recognize the 
power of whiteness, even to fear it, and to avoid encounter. 
There was nothing terrifying about the sharing of this knowl- 
edge as survival strategy; the terror was made real only when 
I journeyed from the black side of town to a predominantly 
white area near my grandmother’s house. I had to pass 
through this area to reach her place. Describing these jour- 
neys “across town” in the essay “Homeplace: A Site of Resis- 
tance,” I remembered: 


It was a movement away from the segregated blackness 
of our community into a poor white neighborhood. I 
remember the fear, being scared to walk to Baba’s, our 
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grandmother's house, because we would have to pass 
that terrifying whiteness—those white faces on the 
porches staring us down with hate. Even when empty 
or vacant those porches seemed to say danger, you do 
not belong here, you are not safe. 


Oh! that feeling of safety, of arrival, of homecoming when 
we finally reached the edges of her yard, when we could see 
the soot black face of our grandfather, Daddy Gus, sitting in 
his chair on the porch, smell his cigar, and rest on his lap. 
Such a contrast, that feeling of arrival, of homecoming—this 
sweetness and the bitterness of that journey, that constant 
reminder of white power and control. Even though it was a 
long time ago that I made this journey, associations of white- 
ness with terror and the terrorizing remain. Even though I 
live and move in spaces where I am surrounded by white- 
ness, there is no comfort that makes the terrorism disappear. 
All black people in the United States, irrespective of their 
class status or politics, live with the possibility that they will 
be terrorized by whiteness. 

This terror is most vividly described by black authors in 
fiction writing, particularly Toni Morrison’s novel Beloved. 
Baby Suggs, the black prophet, who is most vocal about rep- 
resentations of whiteness, dies because she suffers an ab- 
sence of color. Surrounded by a lack, an empty space, taken 
over by whiteness, she remembers: “Those white things have 
taken all I had or dreamed and broke my heartstrings too. 
There is no bad luck in the world but white folks.” If the 
mask of whiteness, the pretense, represents it as always be- 
nign, benevolent, then what this representation obscures is 
the representation of danger, the sense of threat. During the 
period of racial apartheid, still known by many folks as Jim 
Crow, it was more difficult for black people to internalize 
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this pretense, hard for us not to know that the shapes under 
white sheets had a mission to threaten, to terrorize. That 
representation of whiteness, and its association with inno- 
cence, which engulfed and murdered Emmett Till, was a sign; 
it was meant to torture with the reminder of possible future 
terror. In Morrison’s Beloved, the memory of terror is so 
deeply inscribed on the body of Sethe and in her conscious- 
ness, and the association of terror with whiteness is so in- 
tense, that she kills her young so that they will never know 
the terror. Explaining her actions to Paul D., she tells him 
that it is her job “to keep them away from what I know is 
terrible.” Of course Sethe’s attempt to end the historical an- 
guish of black people only reproduces it in a different form. 
She conquers the terror through perverse reenactment, through 
resistance, using violence as a means of fleeing from a history 
that is a burden too great to bear. 

It is the telling of our history that enables political self- 
recovery. In contemporary society, white and black people 
alike believe that racism no longer exists. This erasure, how- 
ever mythic, diffuses the representation of whiteness as ter- 
ror in the black imagination. It allows for assimilation and 
forgetfulness. The eagerness with which contemporary soci- 
ety does away with racism, replacing this recognition with 
evocations of pluralism and diversity that further mask real- 
ity, is a response to the terror. It has also become a way to 
perpetuate the terror by providing a cover, a hiding place. 
Black people still feel the terror, still associate it with white- 
ness, but are rarely able to articulate the varied ways we are 
terrorized because it is easy to silence by accusations of re- 
verse racism or by suggesting that black folks who talk about 
the ways we are terrorized by whites are merely evoking 
victimization to demand special treatment. 

When I attended a recent conference on cultural studies, 
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I was reminded of the way in which the discourse of race is 
increasingly divorced from any recognition of the politics of 
racism. Attending the conference because I was confident 
that I would be in the company of like-minded, “aware,” 
progressive intellectuals, I was disturbed when the usual ar- 
rangements of white supremacist hierarchy were mirrored 
both in terms of who was speaking, of how bodies were 
arranged on the stage, of who was in the audience. All of 
this revealed the underlying assumptions of what voices were 
deemed worthy to speak and be heard. As the conference 
progressed, I began to feel afraid. If these progressive peo- 
ple, most of whom were white, could so blindly reproduce 
a version of the status quo and not “see” it, the thought of 
how racial politics would be played out “outside” this arena 
was horrifying. That feeling of terror that I had known so 
intimately in my childhood surfaced. Without even consider- 
ing whether the audience was able to shift from the prevail- 
ing standpoint and hear another perspective, I talked openly 
about that sense of terror. Later, I heard stories of white 
women joking about how ludicrous it was for me (in their 
eyes I suppose I represent the “bad” tough black woman) to 
say I felt terrorized. Their inability to conceive that my ter- 
ror, like that of Sethe’s, is a response to the legacy of white 
domination and the contemporary expressions of white su- 
premacy is an indication of how little this culture really un- 
derstands the profound psychological impact of white racist 
domination. 

At this same conference, I bonded with a progressive 
black woman and her companion, a white man. Like me, 
they were troubled by the extent to which folks chose to 
ignore the way white supremacy was informing the struc- 
ture of the conference. Talking with the black woman, I 
asked her: “What do you do, when you are tired of con- 
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fronting white racism, tired of the day-to-day incidental acts 
of racial terrorism? I mean, how do you deal with coming 
home to a white person?” Laughing she said, “Oh, you 
mean when I am suffering from White People Fatigue Syn- 
drome? He gets that more than I do.” After we finish our 
laughter, we talk about the way white people who shift loca- 
tions, as her companion has done, begin to see the world 
differently. Understanding how racism works, he can see 
the way in which whiteness acts to terrorize without seeing 
himself as bad, or all white people as bad, and all black 
people as good. Repudiating us-and-them dichotomies does 
not mean that we should never speak of the ways observing 
the world from the standpoint of “whiteness” may indeed 
distort perception, impede understanding of the way racism 
works both in the larger world as well as in the world of 
our intimate interactions. 

In The Post-Colonial Critic, Gayatri Spivak calls for a 
shift in locations, clarifying the radical possibilities that 
surface when positionality is problematized. She explains 
that “what we are asking for is that the hegemonic dis- 
courses, and the holders of hegemonic discourse, should 
dehegemonize their position and themselves learn how to 
occupy the subject position of the other.” Generally, this 
process of repositioning has the power to deconstruct prac- 
tices of racism and make possible the disassociation of 
whiteness with terror in the black imagination. As critical 
intervention it allows for the recognition that progressive 
white people who are anti-racist might be able to under- 
stand the way in which their cultural practice reinscribes 
white supremacy without promoting paralyzing guilt or de- 
nial. Without the capacity to inspire terror, whiteness no 
longer signifies the right to dominate. It truly becomes a 
benevolent absence. Baldwin ends his essay “Stranger in 
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the Village” with the declaration: “This world is white no 
longer, and it will never be white again.” Critically examin- 
ing the association of whiteness as terror in the black imag- 
ination, deconstructing it, we both name racism’s impact 
and help to break its hold. We decolonize our minds and 
our imaginations. 


REFUSING TO BE A VICTIM 


ACCOUNTABILITY AND RESPONSIBILITY 


\ \ hen Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center was 
published in 1984, I urged women engaged in femi- 
nist movement to beware of embracing a mantle of victimiza- 
tion in our quest to draw public attention to the need to end 
sexism and sexist exploitation and oppression. Critiquing a 
vision of sisterhood rooted in “shared victimization” I en- 
couraged women to bond on the basis of political solidarity. 
It seemed ironic to me that white women who talked the 
most about being victims as I wrote then “were more privi- 
leged and powerful than the vast majority of women in our 
society.” And if shared victimhood was the reason to be femi- 
nist then women who were empowered, who were not vic- 
tims, would not embrace feminism. My repudiation of the 
victim identity emerged out of my awareness of the way in 
which thinking of oneself as a victim could be disempowering 
and disenabling. 
Coming to womanhood in the segregated South, I had 
never heard black women talk about themselves as victims. 
Facing hardship, the ravages of economic lack and depriva- 
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tion, the cruel injustice of racial apartheid, I lived in a world 
where women gained strength by sharing knowledge and re- 
sources, not by bonding on the basis of being victims. De- 

spite the incredible pain of living in racial apartheid, 
southern black people did not speak about ourselves as vic- | 
tims even when we were downtrodden. We identified our- 
selves more by the experience of resistance and triumph than 
by the nature of our victimization. It was a given that life 
was hard, that there was suffering. It was by facing that 
suffering with grace and dignity that one experienced trans- 
formation. During civil rights struggle, when we joined hands 
to sing “we shall overcome,” we were empowered by a vision 
of fulfillment, of victory. Much of the awareness that I 
brought to feminist struggle about the danger of identifying 
with victimhood was knowledge that came from the opposi- 
tional life practices of black folks in the segregated South. 
When I cautioned women involved in feminist movement to 
beware of embracing a victim identity, I was confident that 
black people active in liberation struggle already possessed 
this awareness. And yet by the end of the eighties black folks 
were more and more talking about victimhood, claiming a 
victim identity. Suddenly, individual black critics were raising 
a public voice cautioning black folks about the danger of 
embracing victimhood. One such thinker was Shelby Steele. | 
His essays The Content of Our Character were published l 
with a cover heading that stated he was presenting “a new 

vision of race in America.” This vision was simple. It called 

for a repudiation of the rhetoric of victimhood. 

Most black Americans were in agreement with Steele’s 
assertion that to claim victimhood in an absolutist way was 
dangerously disempowering. However, his demand that we 
repudiate a victim identity was undermined by his insistence 
that racist aggression was no longer a threat to the well- 
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being of black folks. This line of argument seemed to be 
opportunistically directed at white readers; it was such an 
utterly unsubstantiated claim. Practically all African Ameri- 
cans experience some degree of racist harassment in this 
society, however relative, on a daily basis. Steele’s will to 
deny this reality was linked to his refusal to call attention to 
the ways white Americans are responsible for perpetuating 
and maintaining white supremacy. By not calling attention 
to white accountability, he implied that black folks must as- 
sume sole responsibility for the task of ending racism, of 
repudiating the victim identity. This seemed ironic given the 
reality that it was precisely the collective white repudiation 
of militant black resistance to racism that lay the groundwork 
for an emphasis on victimhood. 

The word “victim” does not appear in the vast majority of 
resistance writing from the civil rights era. Yet as early as 
1965 Martin Luther King Jr. was sharing the insight that the 
demand for a “realization of equality” was not being heard 
by whites. In Where Do We Go from Here King identified 
a growing feeling of disempowerment signaled by white 
backlash against the gains of the civil rights movement: 


The Negroes of America had taken the president, the 
press and the pulpit at their word when they spoke in 
broad terms of freedom and justice. But the absence of 
brutality and unregenerate evil is not the presence of 
justice. To stay murder is not the same thing as to ordain 
brotherhood. The word was broken, and the free-running 
expectations of the Negro crashed into the stone walls 
of white resistance. The result was havoc. Negroes felt 
cheated, especially in the North, while many whites felt 
that the Negroes had gained so much it was virtually 
impudent and greedy to ask for more so soon. 
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Militant resistance to white supremacy frightened white 
Americans, even those liberals and radicals who were com- 
mitted to the struggle to end racial discrimination. There was 
a great difference between a civil rights struggle that worked 
primarily to end discrimination and radical commitment to 
black self-determination. Ironically, many whites who had 
struggled side by side with black folks responded positively 
to images of black victimization. Many whites testified that 
they looked upon the suffering of black people in the segre- 
gated South and were moved to work for change. The image 
of blacks as victims had an accepted place in the conscious- 
ness of every white person; it was the image of black folks 
as equals, as self-determining that had no place—that could 
evoke no sympathetic response. In complicity with the 
nation-state, all white Americans responded to black mili- 
tancy by passively accepting the disruption of militant black 
organizations and the slaughter of black leaders. 

In the wake of militant calls for black self-determination, 
privileged-class white women, many of whom had been ac- 
tive in civil rights struggle, began to organize women’s libera- 
tion movement. Drawing on the rhetoric of black freedom 
struggle, these groups of women (not all of whom were white 
and privileged) found that it was useful to embrace a victim 
identity. Without witnessing the assassination of any of the 
leaders of feminist movement, without any police brutality, 
without a mass movement for social justice, white women 
were able to collectively redress wrongs enacted by a system 
of gender discrimination. The rhetoric of victimhood worked 
for white women. In the wake of feminist movement white 
women were suddenly receiving gains in the workforce. They 
were primary recipients of rewards from affirmative action. 
By the eighties white women had made greater gains in the 
short space of ten years than black women and men had 
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made over decades of struggle. Those black males who were 
convinced that patriarchy should have allowed them to gain 
greater rights than white women were the most angered by 
the way the struggle for women’s liberation was actually most 
successful when the focus was on gaining greater access to 
mainstream, traditionally white male-dominated spheres of 
power. This rage did not keep black males from deploying a 
similar rhetoric in the competition for favors and reparations 
from the white male power structure. White women active in 
contemporary feminist movement often behaved as did their 
nineteenth-century counterparts who when struggling for the 
vote were quite willing to evoke white supremacy as that struc- 
ture of bonding that should lead white men to give them rights 
and privileges before extending them to black males. 

When the rare white woman feminist of the early seventies 
wrote about racial hierarchy she usually did so to draw attention 
to her closeness to the white male power structure, to show 
the way she had been wronged. In 1970 Shulamith Firestone 
published The Dialectic of Sex: The Case for Feminist Revolu- 
tion in which she argued that “racism is sexism extended”— 
that “racism is a sexual phenomenon.” Drawing on Freudian 
paradigms, Firestone, like other white women during this time, 
saw race relations solely in terms of hierarchical relations within 
the white nuclear family. Firestone unabashedly wrote: 


The white man is father, the woman wife-and-mother, 
her status dependent on his; the blacks, like children, 
are his property, their physical differentiation branding 
them the subservient class, in the same way that children 
form so easily a distinguishable, servile class vis-a-vis 
adults. This power hierarchy created the psychology of 
racism, just as, in the nuclear family, it creates the psy- 
chology of sexism. 
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The flaw in Firestone’s analysis was her refusal to see the 
way in which patriarchal thinking mediates racism to disrupt 
the model she outlines. Since at the time of her writing, 
black folks were indeed no longer property of white men but 
rather dependents, it would have been more accurate to see 
white women and black men as siblings engaged in a rivalry 
for the attention of the father, to consider the absence of 
the “mother” in patriarchal formations of power hierarchy. 
Certainly, black male and white female responses to the early 
stages of contemporary feminism made it clear that they saw 
themselves as rivals, competing to be included within the 
white male power structure. Black women were indeed out- 
side the loop. 

Just when black women active in feminist movement, like 
myself, were demanding that there be a re-visioning of femi- 
nist theory and practice that would repudiate the centrality 
of a focus on victimization, black males were appropriating 
the rhetoric of victimization to turn the spotlight back on 
themselves. Careful reading of the literature of black civil 
rights and black power struggle makes it clear that the em- 
phasis in those movements was solidly on the gaining of 
rights and privileges for men—just as the early literature of 
feminist movement focused exclusively on calling attention 
to the needs of white women. To some extent the white- 
dominated women’s movement shifted the public gaze away 
from black men and focused it on individual white women 
who wanted equality with men of their class. Jockeying for 
white male attention, black male leaders emphasized victim- 
ization, particularly the pain they suffered as a result of white 
racist aggression. Like their white female counterparts, they 
deployed a rhetoric of victimization because it was less 
threatening to white males. To name white males as all- 
powerful victimizers was to pay homage to their power, to 
see them as possessing the cure for all that ails. 
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As the rhetoric of victimization became more common- 
place, it appeared to be an accurate description of the state 
of black America after the powerful forces of white suprem- 
acy had suppressed militant resistance. Despair and feelings 
of hopelessness are central to the formation of a psychology 
of victimization. The assassination of revolutionary black male 
political leaders naturally created a climate of loss and chaos 
that was ripe for the growth of feelings of disempowerment. 
Suddenly a spirit of resistance that had been grounded in an 
oppositional belief that white power was limited, that it could 
be challenged and transformed, had dissipated. In its place was 
a rhetoric that represented that structure as all-powerful, 
unchanging. 

The black church has always been a place in the United 
States where African Americans have learned oppositional 
ways of thinking that enhance our capacity to survive and 
flourish. Black liberation theology always intervened in any 
tendency to elevate humans to the status of all-powerful be- 
ings. This insistence on the limitations of humans was crucial 
for black people suffering at the hands of white oppressors 
and/or exploiters. The assumption that their power was lim- 
ited, subject to forces beyond control, even a belief in the 
miraculous, was an empowering worldview running counter 
to the teachings of white colonizing forces. As religion be- 
comes less central to the lives of contemporary African 
Americans, particularly to youth, those forms of oppositional 
thinking are not taught. Without alternative belief systems 
black folks embrace the values of the existing system, which 
daily reinforce learned helplessness. Mass media continually 
bombard us with images of African Americans which spread 
the message that we are hopeless, trapped, unable to change 
our circumstances in meaningful ways. No wonder then that 
a generation of black folks who learn much of their knowl- 
edge of race and struggles to end racism from movies and 
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television see themselves as victims. Or that they see the 
only way out of being a victim is to assume the role of victim- 
izer. While Shelby Steele chastised black folks for accepting 
the equation of blackness as victimization—‘“to be black is 
to be a victim; therefore, not to be a victim is not to be 
black”—he does not examine white investment in this equa- 
tion. Yet those black folks who embrace victim identity do 
so because they find it mediates relations with whites, that 
it is easier to make appeals that call for sympathy rather than 
redress and reparations. As long as white Americans are more 
willing to extend concern and care to black folks who have 
a “victim-focused black identity,” a shift in paradigms will 
not take place. 

In order not to identify as victims, black folks must create 
ways to highlight issues of accountability that accurately ad- 
dress both the nature of our victimization within white su- 
premacist capitalist patriarchy and the nature of our 
complicity. When individual black people project a victim 
identity because it brings their concerns into greater visibil- 
ity, they are acting in complicity with an assaultive structure 
of racist domination in which they invest in the absence of 
agency. To name oneself a victim is to deny agency. As long 
as white Americans have difficulty coping with the assertion 
of agency and self-determination by individual or collective 
groups of black folks, victimization will continue to be the 
location of visibility. 

All marginal groups in this society who suffer grave injus- 
tices, who are victimized by institutionalized systems of domi- 
nation (race, class, gender, etc.), are faced with the peculiar 
dilemma of developing strategies that draw attention to one’s 
plight in such a way that will merit regard and consideration 
without reinscribing a paradigm of victimization. When Afri- 
can Americans locate our concerns about racism and white 
supremacy within a discourse that centers around victimiza- 
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tion, we may gain the attention of whites while surrendering 
a focus on self-determination. It is no accident that the voice 
that speaks loudest against the evocation of a framework of 
victimization is most often the one that focuses on the need 
for racial separatism, for black folks to assume total responsi- 
bility for improving our lot. Both discourses are totalizing. A 
renewed organized struggle for black self-determination is 
needed to shift the focus from a framework of victimization 
to one of accountability. For it is that discourse that allows 
African Americans to recognize our complicity, our need for 
an ongoing process of decolonization and radical politiciza- 
tion, while remaining steadfastly clear about the primary role 
the vast majority of white Americans play in perpetuating 
and maintaining white supremacy. Indeed, the very white 
folks who see black folks as scamming to get something for 
nothing via a public discourse of victimhood tend to resist 
divesting of that racist socialization that makes them more 
comfortable with black folks who are wounded. White folks 
who want all black Americans to repudiate a victim-focused 
identity must be prepared to engage in a subject-to-subject 
encounter with black folks who are self-determining. To em- 
brace this shift would be to open up to the very vision of 
full racial equality which King found so many white Ameri- 
cans could not imagine. Those white Americans who are 
eager to live in a society that promotes and rewards racial 
equality must be willing to surrender outmoded perceptions 
of black neediness that socialize them to feel comfortable 
with us only when they are in a superior, caretaking role. 
Until masses of white Americans confront their obsessive 
need for a black victim who lacks the agency to call for an 
accounting that would really demand a shift in the structure 
of this society, the rhetoric of victimization will continue to 
flourish. 

Black Americans who exploit the rhetoric of victimization 
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do so not only because it grants them moral authority but 
because it provides a platform from which demands can be 
made that are not mutual. If only white folks need to change 
then black folks are not required to undergo processes of 
radical politicization. Ironically, many African Americans feel 
more victimized (even though our ancestors certainly suf- 
fered harsher repression and injustice) because there has 
been an increased level of expectation. Those black folks 
raised in the segregated South who were taught to expect 
only exploitation at the hands of whites were not disap- 
pointed or psychologically crushed by forms of social exclu- 
sion and discrimination that were deemed minor. Nowadays, 
most black folks are taught by the rhetoric of liberal democ- 
racy, coming to us all from mass media, that they can expect 
to be treated equally. When this does not happen a disen- 
abling sense of powerlessness and helplessness surfaces. That 
sense of victimization is linked to higher levels of expectation. 
Recently, I was giving a talk at Harvard University about 
black rage at white supremacy. I was saddened by the num- 
ber of black female graduate students in the audience who 
spoke at great length about the terrible hardships they faced. 
Acutely aware of the myriad ways racial victimization articu- 
lates itself, they expressed a victim-focused identity. Yet their 
sense of victimization seemed to be totally out of proportion 
to a larger reality. They saw themselves as victims because 
they had imagined they would be treated as equals and when 
this did not happen they lacked the inner resources to con- 
front and cope effectively. Contrary to Shelby Steele’s asser- 
tion that black folks “claim more racial victimization than we 
have actually endured,” the specific incidences they named 
documented actual victimization. However, their inability to 
respond to racist aggression with militant resistance seemed 
to intensify the feeling of victimization. One student de- 
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scribed being in a class on feminist theory where my work 
was read. She found in that work a space of recognition and 
support. Yet the day it was discussed in class the white 
woman professor declared that no one was really moved by 
my work, that I was too negative. Unwilling to assert her 
agency, her engagement with the text, this young black 
woman felt both silenced and victimized. She felt like drop- 
ping out of graduate school. Had she resisted in this class- 
room setting, she would not have felt victimized. Instead 
she felt her blackness devalued even as she surrendered her 
personal agency and with it a sense of personal integrity. 
While militant response might not have gained her rewards, 
it would have preserved her sense of self. Teaching in privi- 
leged white institutions, I constantly encounter black stu- 
dents who feel victimized, who do not contextualize racist 
aggression so that they distinguish between the pain of being 
not invited to a party or left out of a discussion from severe 
economic deprivation, lack of access to basic skills and re- 
sources, etc. 

To counter the fixation on a rhetoric of victimhood, black 
folks must engage in a discourse of self-determination. That 
discourse need not be rooted in separatist movement but can 
be part of an inclusive struggle to end racist domination. 
Progressive struggle to end white supremacy recognizes the 
political importance of accountability and does not embrace 
the rhetoric of victimhood even as it vigilantly calls attention 
to actual victimization. 


CHALLENGING SEXISM 
IN BLACK LIFE 


ontemporary feminist movement has had little posi- 

tive impact on black life in the United States. There 
has not been any mass-based effort to do education for criti- 
cal consciousness in black communities so that black folks 
would engage the politics of feminism—its meaning for our 
lives. Ironically, more black women are just beginning to 
embrace narrow notions of feminism (i.e., the idea of woman 
as victim, man as oppressor/enemy) long after those ideas 
have been challenged by revolutionary feminist thinking, 
which is much more concerned with understanding how sex- 
ism and sexist oppression are perpetuated and maintained by 
all of us, not just men. While male domination continues 
to be a serious problem, it can never be the sole focus of 
feminist movement. 

Individual black women have galvanized energy to critique 
black male sexism in the wake of the Thomas hearings and 
the case against Mike Tyson. More than any feminist writings 
these events were catalysts, allowing public acknowledgment 
that sexism is a problem in black life. Among academic black 
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women, taking on issues of gender is often an opportunistic 
move to advance careers. Like many professional women 
they may be concerned with challenging gender inequality 
primarily when it impedes their progress. Rarely do they link 
that concern to revolutionary feminism that seeks to trans- 
form society, that includes a radical critique of racism, capi- 
talism, and imperialism as well as sexism. These individuals 
then do little to actively share feminist thinking and practice 
with other black people. They come to voice publicly in moments 
of crisis, like the Thomas hearings, to champion the cause of 
woman wronged and by doing so they advance the notion that 
feminism really is simply about responding to the actions of 
men. Rather than creating spaces within black life where 
feminism might gain consideration, black females who are 
recent converts to crude liberal reformist feminism usually 
further antagonisms between black women and men. 
Revolutionary feminism is not anti-male. Indeed, it em- 
braces a critique of patriarchy that includes an understanding 
of the way in which the lives of black men are threatened 
by their uncritical absorption and participation in patriarchy. 
Unfortunately, there are too few black critical thinkers en- 
gaged in creating feminist theory. Our collective understand- 
ing of the various ways sexism and sexist oppression operate 
as systems of domination in black life continues to be limited, 
confined primarily to a discussion about black male abuse of 
black females. Regrettably, I find myself continually restating 
in essays about feminism and blackness that one of the major 
barriers impeding our capacity as black people to collectively 
challenge sexism and sexist oppression is the continued equa- 
tion of black liberation with the development of black patri- 
archy. In this essay, I want to extend this critique to suggest 
that our efforts to create renewed black liberation struggle 
are seriously impeded by the fact that in diverse black set- 
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tings the assumption prevails that we need only listen to 
patriarchal men, that our very capacity to move forward as 
a people depends on strong black male leadership. It not 
only leads to the complete dismissal of black female feminist 
voices and visions which could offer necessary guidance and 
direction, it also promotes and encourages folks to uncriti- 
cally accept that black males who act like “powerful patri- 
archs” are the only bringers of necessary knowledge. This 
holds true for black social relations among whites as well. 
White people are often far more willing to listen to black 
males who assert themselves in a patriarchal manner than 
those who do not. Concurrently, they are often (and this is 
especially true of white women) not as disturbed by black 
male sexism since they seem (like many black folks) to equate 
black manhood with the assertion of sexist values and sexist 
thinking. 

The major writings of black male critical thinkers and writ- 
ers from the nineteenth century to the present who sought 
to influence and shape the nature of black life are supportive 
of patriarchy. Their work documents the extent to which 
they believed that the development of black patriarchy was 
essential to the advancement of the race. Whether we are 
reading Delaney, Du Bois, Douglass, Garvey, Cleaver, 
George Jackson, King, or Malcolm X, often they suggest that 
the wounds of white supremacy will be healed as black men 
assert themselves not as decolonized free subjects in struggle 
but as “men.” While more recent black male academics and 
intellectuals give lip service to a critique of sexism in their 
work (often, like their bourgeois female counterparts, to ad- 
vance their careers—any black male who speaks on behalf 
of ending sexism appears unique, special), rarely do they 
change their habits in professional and private life in ways 
that testify to a repudiation of patriarchy or sexist habits of 
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thinking and being. The exception to this has been primarily 
in the lives and works of black gay men—for example, Joseph 
Beam and Essex Hemphill. 

A distinction must be made between the nineteenth- 
century masculinist vision of black patriarchy that was rooted 
in the notion that black men should lead the struggle for 
racial uplift, educate themselves, and provide for families as 
heads of households and a more contemporary understanding 
of black manhood as making itself known first and foremost 
via the domination of women. This shift from a concern with 
benevolent patriarchy to a concern with the assertion of 
brute domination represents a crucial difference between the 
radical thinking of nineteenth-century black male leaders and 
their twentieth-century counterparts. Discussing the politics 
of race and gender in The Black Atlantic, black British cul- 
tural critic Paul Gilroy suggests that in our times “gender is 
the modality in which race is lived.” I understand this com- 
ment to be a restating of black feminist critiques that call 
attention to the way in which the equation of black liberation 
with black manhood promotes and condones black male sex- 
ism. Within the context of white supremacist capitalist patri- 
archy one can assert manhood simply by demonstrating that 
one has the power to control and dominate women. Given 
these conditions, black men are not required to become pro- 
viders and protectors to be “men.” Instead as Gilroy con- 
tends, “an amplified and exaggerated masculinity has become 
the boastful centerpiece of a culture of compensation that 
self-consciously salves the misery of the disempowered and 
subordinated.” In my first book, Aint I a Woman: Black 
Women and Feminism, I stated this more plainly, suggesting 
that racial integration created a social context where black 
people were eager to throw off oppositional ways of thinking 
and being that were seen to be needed for civil rights work. 
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Once that struggle was perceived as won (i.e., that black 
people had gained equal rights) then one assertion of our 
new freedom was to make mainstream socialization about 
gender roles the norm in black life. In the age of integration, 
black men asserted masculinist subjectivity not by vigilantly 
challenging white supremacy but by first insisting on the sub- 
ordination of women, particularly black women. Suddenly, 
black men who would never have access to jobs within this 
capitalist framework that would allow them to provide for 
families could still feel themselves to be “men.” Manhood 
had been redefined. Manhood was not providing and pro- 
tecting; it was proved by one’s capacity to coerce, control, 
dominate. 

This contemporary shift, more than any other, created a 
crisis in black life that remains unresolved. Unprecedented 
tension and hostility surfaced between black women and 
men. Many black women believe that this crisis would be 
resolved if black males would assume the role of benevolent 
patriarchs—protectors and providers. Socialized by demo- 
cratic fantasies that there is work for all, they do not see 
mass black male unemployment or underemployment as nec- 
essary for the maintenance of our current economic system, 
and do not see that there will never be a day when all black 
men who want to can work and provide for families. Many 
black males and even some black females believe the crisis 
would be resolved if black women would simply accept a 
subordinate status irrespective of whether black males 
worked or not. This was certainly the message of Shahrazad 
Ali’s successful book The Blackman’s Guide to Understanding 
the Blackwoman: “When the Blackwoman accepts her right- 
ful place as queen of the universe and mother of civilization 
the Blackman will regenerate his powers that have been lost 
to him for over 400 years directly.” The assumption that 
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black patriarchy would redeem the race, solve all our prob- 
lems, is pure fantasy. We have only to examine critically the 
lives and works of black males who have attained the status 
of respected patriarch to find evidence that their gaining the 
right to exercise patriarchal power in the home and work- 
place did not and does not lead to rejuvenation of the race, 
or even to a better life for black men, women, and children. 

Gilroy affirms concerns expressed in most of my feminist 
writing, particularly my essay “Reconstructing Black Mascu- 
linity,” from my book Black Looks, when he points to the 
dangers that arise when “the integrity of the race” becomes 
“interchangeable with the integrity of black masculinity.” He 
suggests: “This results in a situation where the social and 
economic crises of entire communities become most easily 
intelligible to those they engulf as a protracted crisis of mas- 
culinity. Without wanting to undermine struggles over the 
meaning of black masculinity and its sometimes destructive 
and anti-communitarian consequences, it seems important to 
reckon with the limitations of a perspective which seeks to 
restore masculinity rather than work carefully towards some- 
thing like its transcendence.” Masculinity need not be 
equated with sexist notions of manhood. Were black folks to 
take seriously the feminist critique that suggests we must 
interrogate patriarchal masculinity to see the ways it has been 
and is destructive to black males, our focus would be on 
repudiating this masculinity and redefining masculinity in 
terms that would be more life affirming. Just as we have 
needed to reconceptualize blackness so that we throw off the 
internalized racism that would have us see it solely as a nega- 
tive sign, we must rethink our understanding of masculinity 
and manhood. 

Richard Majors’s book Cool Pose is an example of one 
black male scholar’s attempt to question destructive notions 


68 | KILLING RAGE 


of self and identity for black men. Co-authored with a white 
female scholar, this book is useful even though it does not 
embrace a feminist standpoint. Similar to Robert Bly’s work, 
Majors’s volume offers strategies black men can use to be in 
touch with their feelings, desires, needs, etc., without chal- 
lenging patriarchy. Underlying Majors’s work is the assump- 
tion that benevolent patriarchy is not problematic. While 
critical of black male violence, he does not relate that vio- 
lence to attempts to live up to sexist-defined notions of man- 
hood. The glaring absence of references to black feminist 
work, even when he made similar arguments, suggests Ma- 
jors’s desire to disassociate his work from ours. That is a pity. 

Since black men and women are not solving the dilemmas 
of black life by creating a strong black patriarchy, if many of 
us could stop clinging to the utopian belief that this is the 
“answer” to our problems we could collectively begin to 
think about different models for social change in black life. 
Even at its best the patriarchal paradigm as a model for social 
organization undermines the unity of family and community. 
Reliance on a single male authority figure is dangerous be- 
cause it creates a climate of autocracy where the politics of 
coercion (and that includes violence) are used to maintain 
that authority. 

If we start with the premise that black liberation struggle, 
and all our efforts at self-determination, are strengthened 
when black males and females participate as equals in daily 
life and in struggle, it is clear that we cannot create a cultural 
climate where these conditions exist without first committing 
ourselves to a feminist agenda that is specific to black life, 
that concerns itself with ending sexism and sexist oppression 
in our diverse communities. To advance this agenda we 
would need to rethink our notions of manhood and woman- 
hood. Rather than continuing to see them as opposites, with 
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different “inherent” characteristics, we would need to recog- 
nize biological differences without seeing them as markers 
of specific character traits. This would mean no longer think- 
ing that it is “natural” for boys to be strong and girls to be 
weak, for boys to be active and girls passive. Our task in 
parenting and in education would be to encourage in both 
females and males the capacity to be wholistic, to be capable 
of being both strong and weak, active and passive, etc., in 
response to specific contexts. Rather than defining manhood 
in relation to sexuality, we would acknowledge it in relation 
to biology: boys become men, girls women, with the under- 
standing that both categories are synonymous with selfhood. 

Usually when black folks urge young black males to be 
“men” they are really urging them to be responsible, to be 
accountable for their actions. These are qualities needed for 
self-actualization. They are needed by both black males and 
females. When they are equated in the male child’s imagina- 
tion with this mysterious unattainable “manhood” not only 
do they seem unrealizable but they seem more to be traits 
that confine and limit rather than liberate. Hence the need 
to rebel against them. Growing up in a patriarchal household 
with a strong black male provider and disciplinarian, it was 
evident that my brother resented the pressure to be a “man” 
and saw it as a burden. For example: When we were children 
together we shared a toy—a little red wheelbarrow. My 
brother was taught that it was his task as the “male” to push 
me in the wheelbarrow. He associated the pushing with work 
and getting the ride with pleasure. As soon as we were out 
of the sight of adults he would dump me. His early sense of 
what it was to be “the little man” was associated with having 
no pleasure. How differently we could have seen things if 
we had both been taught to share mutually the pleasure of 
riding and the work of pushing. Throughout my brother’s 
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growth into manhood, he has resisted efforts to be responsi- 
ble, seeing them as meaning the absence of pleasure. In this 
sense he did not want to conform to a patriarchal sexist 
notion of malehood. Without an alternative that would have 
given him a sense of self-actualization that would have in- 
cluded pleasure, he fell into shiftless patterns and addictive 
habits. 

Most black females have not been socialized to be “women” 
in the traditional sexist sense—that is, to be weak and/or 
subordinate. Had we been socialized this way historically, 
most black communities and families would not have sur- 
vived. Other traits were needed so that we could enter the 
workforce, head families, if need be act as providers and 
protectors. In an oppositional manner, black females learned 
these traits while also learning ways to be feminine, to act 
subordinate (not surprising many of us do not choose to be 
subordinate), depending on the social context. More than 
ever before, black females today are concerned with issues 
of femininity even though most of us cannot lead lives where 
our primary focus is on how we look, what we will wear, and 
how well we will submit to male authority. 

It would be liberatory both to black males and females for 
us to rethink whether appropriation of conventional sexist 
norms has advanced black life. To expect black men to act 
as “protectors” and “providers” as a way of earning the status 
of patriarch seems ludicrous given the economy, the shift in 
gender roles, the inability of many black males to provide 
either economically or emotionally for themselves, and their 
inability to protect themselves against life-threatening white 
supremacist capitalist patriarchal assault, with which they are 
all too often complicit—for example, black on black homi- 
cide. (This homicide is itself an expression of patriarchal mas- 
culinity, as it is patriarchy that demands that males prove 
their manhood.) 
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Connected to the utopian hope that the establishment of 
black patriarchy will heal our collective wounds is our persis- 
tent clinging to the trope of “family” as the only site of 
redemption. Usually the vision of a “healthy” black family is 
equated with patriarchal, father-headed households. Gilroy 
suggests we should rethink our investment in this unidimen- 
sional sense of family: “I want to ask whether the growing 
centrality of the family trope within black political and aca- 
demic discourse points to the emergence of a distinctive and 
emphatically post-national variety of racial essentialism. The 
appeal to family should be understood as both the symptom 
and the signature of a neo-nationalist outlook that is best 
understood as a flexible essentialism.” Importantly, Gilroy 
contrasts the idea of an “ideal, imaginary, and pastoral black 
family” with the reality of “authoritarian representations of 
blackness.” Unlike Gilroy, I do not have problems with a 
vision of social change in black life that returns to a trope 
of family life as a location for redemption. I think it is a 
crucial and important site for education for critical conscious- 
ness, decolonization, etc. The problem lies with the insis- 
tence that the redemptive family be patriarchal. It should be 
more than clear if not from black life then from the experi- 
ences of white folks, documented in feminist writings, that 
the patriarchal family presents no model for liberation. 

Contrary to popular belief, black folks have always upheld 
the primacy of patriarchy if only symbolically. Whether males 
have been present in black families in the United States or 
not, many black females in their roles as heads of households 
assumed an authoritarian, symbolically patriarchal stance. 
Contrary to racist/sexist stereotypes that would have everyone 
believe black women were more than willing to assume the 
“male” role, in their roles as heads of households, most black 
women validated the superiority of maleness, the importance 
of the male role, even as they may also have critiqued black 
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men for not assuming that role. Like all other groups in this 
society, black families in the United States have been just as 
invested in structuring families so that the ideology of patri- 
archy and authoritarianism is reproduced even when no 
males are present. Black males raised by single mothers offer 
endless testimony of the extent to which they were bom- 
barded with socialization about the importance of “being a 
man.” The absence of men in these homes did not mean 
that male presence was not overvalued and longed for. All 
too often folks assume that the black female critique of no- 
good shiftless black masculinity is a declaration of indepen- 
dence, when in fact it usually masks a deep longing for that 
benevolent patriarchal male to appear so that she will not 
have to be responsible for every aspect of life. 

Family is a significant site of socialization and politicization 
precisely because it is there that most of us learn our ideas 
about race, gender, and class. If we ignore family and act as 
though we can look to other structures for education for 
critical consciousness, we ignore the significance of early 
identity and value formation. To speak about a progressive, 
nonauthoritarian black family as one site of redemption (as 
I often do in my work) is important. This is not the same 
notion of family as mini-nation, sentimentally evoked by fas- 
cists and narrow nationalist thinkers, the family Hitler 
dreamed of when he declared: “If we say the world of the 
man is the state, the world of the man is his commitment, 
his struggle on behalf of the community, we could then per- 
haps say that the world of the woman is a smaller world. 
For her world is her husband, her family, her children and 
her home. But where would the big world be if no one 
wanted to look after the small world. ... The big world can- 
not survive if the small world is not secure.” It is this vision 
of family that must be altered in black consciousness if we 
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are to address the serious crisis in black life. Rather than 
working from a seriously flawed patriarchal model as the 
“ideal,” we need to address the real black family which is 
diverse and acknowledge the positive possibilities that exist 
for transformation in all black family structures. 

The reality is this. Patriarchal families are not safe, con- 
structive places for the development of identities and kinship 
ties free of the crippling weight of domination. Patriarchy is 
about domination. Rather than organize black families 
around the principle of authoritarian rule of the strong over 
the weak, we can organize (as some of us do) our under- 
standing of family around anti-patriarchal, anti-authoritarian 
models that posit love as the central guiding principle. Rec- 
ognizing love as the effort we make to create a context of 
growth, emotional, spiritual, and intellectual, families would 
emphasize mutual cooperation, the value of negotiation, 
processing, and the sharing of resources. Embracing a femi- 
nist standpoint can serve as an inspiration for transforming 
the family as we now know it. We need to have black scholars 
look at existing nonpatriarchal black families to document 
the ways that they work better, to share this knowledge with 
us. Rather than endlessly attacking single-parent households, 
particularly those headed by black females, we need to call 
attention to those households that are nonpatriarchal and 
show that they are sites for productive self-actualization for 
black adults and children. Even those black folks who con- 
tinue to believe that the patriarchal family is the only 
“healthy” model are willing to acknowledge that homes char- 
acterized by male abuse of women and children are not more 
healthy than single-parent families where love abides. Unfor- 
tunately, these folks often refuse to see how widespread male 
domination and abuse is in the home or that patriarchal val- 
ues promote the use of aggression and coercion. While offer- 
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ing no model for change, Nathan McCall emphasizes the 
potential for abuse in black family life in Makes Me Wanna 
Holler: “A two-parent home is no better off than a single- 
parent one if the father is fucked up in the head and beaten 
down. There’s nothing more dangerous and destructive in a 
household than a frustrated, oppressed black man.” Yet 
McCall does not challenge patriarchy as an organizing princi- 
ple in black family life. We cannot end abuse in black family 
life without repudiating the patriarchal model. 

This repudiation requires critical examination of the be- 
haviors that are seen as affirming manhood. Within black 
life, as well as in mainstream society, males prove they are 
“men” by the exhibition of antisocial behavior, lack of consid- 
eration for the needs of others, refusal to communicate, un- 
willingness to show nurturance and care. Here I am not 
speaking about traits adult males cultivate, I am talking about 
the traits little boys learn early in life to associate with man- 
hood and act out. These traits are the subject of John Stol- 
tenberg’s book The End of Method: A Book for Men of 
Conscience, which is full of great ideas yet often written in 
an inaccessible manner. Stoltenberg offers the powerful in- 
sight that males in patriarchy learn to value the assertion of 
manhood over all else (and that includes love of justice), 
sharing that this manhood is constantly determined by the 
dynamics of male interpersonal relationships. He contends: 
“When a man has decided to love manhood more than jus- 
tice, there are predictable consequences in all his relation- 
ships with women. When a man remains loyal to other men’s 
judgment on his manhood, any woman he relates to is set 
up to be a potential ‘third party’ in some truce he may need 
to transact with another man, in order to pass in that other 
man’s eyes as having an adequate manhood act.” Certainly, 
black males know intimately that aspect of homo-social bond- 
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ing that is centered on measuring one’s self against the stan- 
dards set by other men. Usually this begins with boys 
measuring themselves against authoritarian adult males or 
boys with more status and power. 

Since most black men (along with most black women and 
children) are socialized to equate manhood with justice, the 
first issue on our agenda has to be individual and collective 
acknowledgment that justice and the integrity of the race 
must be defined by the extent to which black males and 
females have the freedom to be self-determining. Black free- 
dom can never be measured by the extent to which black 
males gain the right to assert patriarchal power. Once this 
thinking is unlearned, black folks can begin to create a cul- 
tural climate where we can embrace an ethical commitment 
to freedom and justice that includes us all. When this hap- 
pens we make it possible for black males to break with patri- 
archal thinking that would deny “justice” to everyone and 
we challenge them to open their hearts and minds to receive 
a redemptive vision of freedom. It is this love of justice that 
can transform black male consciousness. It can emerge only 
as black males refuse to play the game—refuse patriarchal 
definitions of manhood. Stoltenberg shares the insight that 
“learning to live as a man of conscience is a matter of learn- 
ing how to recognize those dynamics and deciding to keep 
the effects of these dynamics out of the way of your life. ... 
Learning to live as a man of conscience means deciding that 
your loyalty to the people whom you love is always more 
important than whatever lingering loyalty you may sometimes 
feel to other men’s judgment on your manhood.” Black male 
repudiation of the equation of patriarchal manhood with 
freedom would create a profound positive revolution in black 
life. Tragically, none of our powerful black male leaders (for 
example, Malcolm X, who before his death had begun to 
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think critically about the need to be disloyal to patriarchy) 
have offered this liberatory message to black communities 
even if they have used this way of thinking to transform their 
lives. Black males are afraid of being seen as “pussywhipped” 
by women, by other black men, by males or females who 
advocate feminist politics. Primarily, black straight men who 
are in recovery movements and/or individual therapy are 
among those individuals daring both to critique traditionally 
sexist notions of black masculinity and to change their behav- 
iors, but they do not yet have a public forum. These men 
must join in solidarity with black female comrades and make 
their voices heard. 

The crisis in black life has been created in part because 
of the continued support of patriarchy and the misguided 
paradigms for social change that emerge from a patriarchal 
mindset. Unless black folks, male and female, along with our 
allies in struggle can rise to the challenge—dare to critique 
patriarchy as well as courageously to offer redemptive libera- 
tory models for social change—collectively we will remain at 
an impasse, stuck, unable to move forward. Until challenging 
sexism is always on the agenda we will remain unable to 
create the life-affirming, redemptive, transformational politics 
that would counter the rampant despair and sense of hope- 
lessness in black life. 


THE INTEGRITY OF 
BLACK WOMANHOOD 


C hallenging and changing the devaluation of black 


womanhood in this society is central to any effort to 
end racism. As early as 1887 black woman activist Ida B. 
Wells wrote an article titled “Our Women” which appeared 
in the newspaper New York Freeman, in which she em- 
phasized the way white supremacist degradation of black 
womanhood served to undermine anti-racist struggle. Wells 
declared: “Among the many things that have transpired to 
dishearten the Negroes in their effort to attain a level in the 
status of civilized races, has been the wholesale contemptu- 
ous defamation of [black] women.” Particularly concerned 
about the attacks on black women’s morality, Wells suggested 
that within the sphere of white supremacist assault on black 
womanhood nothing was as hurtful quite as “deeply and 
keenly as the taunt of immorality; the jest and sneer with 
which our women are spoken of, and the utter incapacity or 
refusal to believe there are among us mothers, wives, and 
maidens who have attained a true, noble, and refining wom- 
anhood.”” When I published my first feminist book in 1981, 
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Ain't I a Woman: Black Women and Feminism, I included a 
chapter called “Continued Devaluation of Black Woman- 
hood.” Calling attention to the way in which “myths and 
stereotypes used to characterize black womanhood have their 
roots in negative anti-woman mythology,” I stressed that 
these negative standpoints “form the basis of most critical 
inquiry into the nature of black female experience.” Devalua- 
tion of black womanhood is central to the maintenance of 
white supremacist capitalist patriarchy. 

Black women active in the struggle for black liberation 
and all social movements advocating women’s rights both in 
the past and in the present have continually resisted this 
devaluation. Our resistance has intensified as we have strug- 
gled to place transforming cultural attitudes about the repre- 
sentation of black women on the agendas of both black 
liberation movement and contemporary feminist movement. 
Indeed, militant black female resistance to racist/sexist repre- 
sentations of our reality gained momentum as individual 
black women asserted leadership in both the production of 
feminist theory and feminist political practice. Working to 
critically interrogate and challenge racist/sexist representa- 
tions, revolutionary feminist black women have offered to all 
black people, and everyone else, a progressive anti-racist, 
anti-sexist standpoint that fundamentally alters old ways of 
thinking about black female reality. Though well received by 
black women who are struggling to decolonize their minds 
and educate themselves for political consciousness (and our 
allies in struggle), these resistance efforts are continually un- 
dermined by white supremacist capitalist patriarchal assaults 
on black womanhood. Those assaults are evident in the mass 
media which continue to serve as the primary propaganda 
machine for the dissemination of white supremacist capitalist 


patriarchal thought and values. 
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Assailed on the one hand by white patriarchy and on the 
other hand by sexist black men and racist white women, 
black women must be ever vigilant in our struggle to chal- 
lenge and transform the devaluation of black womanhood. 
Those of us who advocate feminist politics must continually 
counter representations of our reality that depict us as race 
traitors. Throughout our history in the United States, patriar- 
chal black nationalism has consistently represented any black 
female who dares to question sexism and misogyny as a betrayer 
of the race. From its inception, this thinking has overlapped 
with assumptions about black womanhood perpetuated by 
white supremacist thought (for example, notions that black 
women are somehow more inherently treacherous, devious, 
lacking in morality and ethics than male counterparts; that 
we derive benefits and privileges from patriarchy because we 
are somehow, as sexist thinking would have it, inherently 
predisposed on the basis of our gender to lie, cheat, and 
betray). These negative stereotypes about black womanhood 
usually shape the way we are represented in mainstream 
mass media. Consequently, a suspicious light is almost always 
cast on the achievements of individual black women who 
become self-determining despite the barriers created by in- 
stitutionalized structures of domination, by race, sex, and 
class exploitation and/or oppression. Most recently in the 
wake of an overall attack on feminist politics in our society, 
black women are once again represented in mainstream 
media as liars, as lacking in ethical and moral values, as po- 
tential traitors. Liberal white male patriarchy has promoted 
this devaluation as much as its conservative counterpart. The 
most recent examples of the assault on black womanhood 
emerge from the heart of American government: the defama- 
tion of Anita Hill’s character during the Clarence Thomas 
hearings, President Clinton’s refusal to support the appoint- 
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ment of civil rights attorney Lani Guinier, and his insistence 
that Joycelyn Elders resign her position as surgeon general. 
These three cases have received global attention. In each 
one these black women are represented as liars, as uppity, 
disobedient, disloyal, and out of control. Mainstream mass 
media would have the world believe that no systematic geno- 
cidal assault on black womanhood exists in the United States, 
that black women are our own worst enemies. 

Often white racists are joined in this devaluation of black 
womanhood by sexist black male peers who continue to act 
as though all efforts on the part of black women to assert 
liberatory agency in our lives are really attacks on black man- 
hood, acts of betrayal that are meant to keep the black male 
down. Orlando Patterson’s essay “Blacklash” is a fine example 
of this type of thinking. While this essay purports to address 
the gender crisis among African Americans, Patterson cannot 
approach his topic without first diminishing the work of black 
women by suggesting that “contemporary African-American 
feminist thought has badly obscured our understanding of 
gender relations.” Throughout his piece he pits black women 
and men against one another in an effort to reiterate the 
sexist/racist assumption that first appeared in the white su- 
premacist rhetoric of slavery which claimed that black 
women, because of their “gender,” are more likely to be 
given privileges and benefits in the existing social structure. 
It was this thinking that was expressed in the old-time folk 
saying “a nigger woman and a white man are de freest things 
on this earth.” Embedded in such thinking is the misogynist 
assumption that biology gives black females an advantage since 
they can appeal to the sexual licentiousness of white men to 
negotiate advancement. This may seem like a networking edge 
to black males who are mired in sexist thinking but it is simply 
exploitation in the minds of most black women. 

Since contemporary feminist movement began, and cre- 
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ated more of a cultural space for feminist black female voices 
to come out of the shadows and be heard—a space for more 
of us to gain access to power and privilege within the existing 
social structure—sexist black men have felt threatened. Yet 
they do not present the threat as a challenge to the patriar- 
chal mindset they refuse to give up but rather represent 
black women engaged in feminist politics as usurping bene- 
fits and privileges that if bestowed exclusively on black men 
would benefit racial uplift. The notion that somehow black 
males are more committed to racial uplift and black libera- 
tion struggle than their female counterparts is an idea that 
has its foundation in patriarchal assumptions of gender val- 
ues. Black women’s roles in struggles for black liberation 
have always been and continue to be subordinated to those 
of black males. Sexist black men (and their female allies) 
want to keep it that way. They have no difficulty supporting 
those white men and women who promote gender divisiveness 
among black people, who pit black women and men against 
one another. Concurrently, in separatist black nationalist lo- 
cations, black women are continually represented as race trai- 
tors who must be disciplined and kept in place by strong 
non-emasculated black men. Haile Gerima’s popular film 
Sankofa gave viewers an Afrocentric representation of the 
betraying black woman who redeems herself when she sub- 
mits to reeducation by a strong black male teacher/healer. 
In this same film, the bi-racial black male (child of a strong 
black mother and the white colonizer) can assume his rightful 
place as warrior challenging the system only after he murders 
the black female “matriarch.” Again and again the rhetoric 
of black nationalism which supports patriarchy suggests that 
the “death” of strong black women whether literal or sym- 
bolic is needed for the redemption of black masculinity, 
which is then made synonymous with redemption of the race. 

All the recent mass media focus on black males, labeling 
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them as an “endangered species,” reinscribes white suprema- 
cist capitalist patriarchal scapegoating of black womanhood 
by the constant insistence that black women are to “blame” 
for the dilemmas black males face and not white supremacy 
and/or patriarchy. Whether it is a small academic journal like 
Transition publishing articles with undocumented data that 
suggest black professional women are earning more than 
black men or a similar representation in the magazine section 
of the New York Times, the message is the same—black 
women are gaining benefits at the expense of black men. 
Such thinking promotes divisiveness between black women 
and men. It continues racist/sexist devaluation of black 
women as well as condoning violent repression as a means 
of keeping uppity black women in check. This assault is usu- 
ally overtly directed at professional black women yet it con- 
verges with the more vicious sustained and insidious assault 
on single black mothers, especially those who receive welfare. 

Before Daniel Patrick Moynihan launched his patriarchal 
attack on black women in 1960 when he prepared a report 
for President Johnson’s War on Poverty, which blamed 
black female—headed households for the dilemmas black males 
faced in this society and not racist assault, sexist black men 
from slavery times on had created a paradigm for black racial 
uplift that was fundamentally based on the assumption that 
acquisition of patriarchal power and privilege was the stan- 
dard by which black liberation would be judged. Recent mass 
media focus on black female—headed households reinscribes 
Moynihan’s perspective. Once again black feminist thinkers 
and our allies in struggle must militantly challenge sexist/ 
racist representation that would have everyone believe that 
black women are responsible for the many dilemmas black 
families are facing. Black women are blamed for poverty, 
joblessness, black male aggression, and violence both inside 
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and outside the home. Drawing on the work of black women 
scholars who have consistently critiqued Moynihan’s notion 
of black matriarchy, feminist activists in the recently pub- 
lished anthology The Coming of Black Genocide launch a 
fresh critique of this racist/sexist doctrine, calling attention 
to the fact that it converged with black male sexist thought: 


Another reason that Moynihan-ism never died is that it 
played on the chords of sexism within the Black commu- 
nity. Don’t forget that the White House only agreed to 
risk that public conference because Moynihan had got- 
ten private agreement from many Black [male] leaders. 
His sexist theories about the harmful Black “matriarchy” 
were borrowed A to Z from the writings of Black sociolo- 
gist E. Franklin Frazier of Howard University. Even that 
zingy line that most angered Black women—of their 
families being only “a tangle of pathology’—was only 
Moynihan quoting E. Franklin Frazier.... Moynihan- 
ism was a last grope by the patriarchal ruling class, to 
explore a sucker’s alliance with Black bourgie men 
against Black women and children. It wasn’t just a 


white thing. 


Currently conservative and liberal sexist black male political 
leaders and scholars are primary advocates of a reformist 
patriarchal vision of racial uplift that not only scapegoats 
black women, particularly black single mothers, but aggres- 
sively works to deny welfare benefits. Their sexism and mi- 
sogyny is once again masked by a polemical rhetoric of care 
and concern about black families. 

In her excellent work The Rising Song of African-American 
Women insurgent black woman intellectual and activist Bar- 
bara Omolade offers a critical analysis of this assault on black 
womanhood both from within black community and without in 
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her chapter “It’s a Family Affair,” pointing out that “black 
women who do need welfare are subjected to a system whose 
implicit assumption is that it’s a crime for men not to support 
women and children and for women not to force men to 
support them. That system blames Black women for 
‘allowing’ men to impregnate them without benefit of mar- 
riage or money. Welfare policies confuse the economic issue 
of how to support a family with the personal issues of sexual- 
ity and procreation, and this confusion shapes the perception 
of Black female-headed households as lacking men rather 
than money.” Concurrently, embedded in all the critiques 
of black female-headed households is the assumption that 
somehow these individuals are actively seeking to prevent 
black men from assuming the roles patriarchal masculinity 
would have them perform. In actuality, the absence of adult 
black male presence in female-headed households as either 
providers or authority figures does not mean that patriarchal 
thinking and overvaluation of maleness are not the norm in 
those domestic households. Single black women raised in this 
society have internalized sexist thinking as much as any other 
group. The fact that economic circumstance coupled with 
planned or unplanned pregnancies may lead them to head 
households does not mean that they do not support male 
domination or teach patriarchal values to their children. In 
fact, the vast majority of black male children raised in such 
environments offer poignant passionate testimony about the 
way they are socialized by single black mothers to embrace 
patriarchal notions of masculinity, whether they can realisti- 
cally actualize these identities or not. 

For the most part, liberal and radical black women active 
in feminist movement have not joined together to embrace 
those forms of feminist activism that would effectively chal- 
lenge white supremacist capitalist patriarchy’s assault on sin- 
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gle black mothers. Unfortunately, too many of these women 
hold bourgeois values and are as suspicious and condemna- 
tory of poor black women as their male counterparts. Need- 
less to say the masses of white women who had no difficulty 
championing Anita Hill when she rightly exposed Clarence 
Thomas as a sexual harasser (a case they felt was tied to 
their own class interests and feminist concerns) offer little 
activist zeal to challenge and counter the denigration of poor 
single mothers, especially black females. 

Until progressive women and men engaged in anti-racist, 
anti-sexist work fully recognize that continued devaluation of 
black womanhood undermines these struggles neither move- 
ment can progress. We must vigilantly challenge negative 
representations of black women, understanding that they 
both shape public policy and determine attitudes towards us 
in everyday life. All too often progressive white women and 
men who are committed to a feminist vision fall prey to 
liberal sentimental overvaluing of black male pain in ways 
that lead them to accept sexist behavior from this group that 
they would rigorously challenge in interactions with white 
peers. These folks often stand idly by as sexist black men 
assault the dignity and integrity of black womanhood. Con- 
currently, those individual black males who have embraced 
feminist politics in ways that enable them to divest of both 
sexist thinking and action must play a primary role in chal- 
lenging sexist representations of black womanhood, particu- 
larly those that are created by black male leaders and 
thinkers who have access to mass media. All black females 
gain when we challenge the continued devaluation of black 
womanhood. The struggle black women began in the nine- 
teenth century to challenge and transform white supremacist 
capitalist patriarchal ways of seeing black womanhood must 
continue. 


FEMINISM 


IT’S A BLACK THING 


ore black men than ever before acknowledge that 

sexism is a problem in black life. Yet rarely is that 
acknowledgment linked with progressive political struggle to 
end sexism, to critique and challenge patriarchy. While these 
black men can acknowledge that sexism is an issue, they tend 
to see it as a “natural” response, one that need not be al- 
tered. In more recent years some black males link sexist 
thinking and action to their sense of victimization by racist 
exploitation and oppression. Extreme expressions of sexism, 
misogyny, made visible by overt exploitation of women by 
men, become in their minds a dysfunctional response to rac- 
ism rather than a perspective that exists both apart from and 
in conjunction with racism. 

Such thinking enables black males to assume no direct 
accountability for a politics of sexism that in reality does not 
have its origin in racist aggression. To see sexism as an out- 
come of racist victimization is to construct a worldview 
wherein black males can easily deflect attention away from 
the power and privileges accorded them by maleness within 
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white supremacist capitalist patriarchy, however relative, 
even as they simultaneously undermine the seriousness of 
sexist exploitation by insisting that the problem is ultimately, 
and always, only racism. This overlapping of the two systems 
of domination, in ways that deflect attention away from black 
male accountability for sexist exploitation of black females, 
was evoked in a recent interview with black male journalist 
Nathan McCall, highlighting the publication of his autobio- 
graphical work Makes Me Wanna Holler. McCall comments: 
“If you hate what’s black it doesn’t matter if it’s a man or a 
woman. And if it’s a woman it’s even more convenient be- 
cause women are subjugated. It’s understood that the only 
folks in this world who are at the mercy of black men are 
black women.” While there are culprits in racist aggression 
against black males, there are no culprits who subjugate black 
women in McCall’s rhetoric. Female subjugation is presented 
as “natural,” already in place, not something black men cre- 
ate, only something they exploit. McCall shares his under- 
standing of black male sexist aggression towards black 
females: “A common response to oppression, or abuse, is to 
become an abuser. Black men don’t have the traditional ave- 
nues that other men in this society have for expressing what 
we consider manhood.” These assumptions, presented as 
fact, are dangerous. They belie the reality that white men, 
and individual men from diverse groups who have access to 
all the traditional avenues of power and privilege, willingly 
perpetuate sexism and sexist exploitation and oppression. 
Concurrently, as long as access to patriarchal power and priv- 
ilege in all avenues of life is presented as the balm that will 
heal the wounds inflicted on black men by racist victimization 
then maintaining sexism will be seen as essential not only to 
black male freedom but to the well-being of all black people. 

When black men like Nathan McCall acknowledge a struc- 
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ture of sexist exploitation and/or oppression in black life that 
promotes the systematic abuse of black females, without in 
any way offering a critique or challenge to that structure, 
they reinscribe the assumption that sexist brutality cannot 
change or be eradicated. This tacit acceptance of a system 
they acknowledge to be wrong is a form of complicity. That 
complicity for seeing sexism in black life yet viewing it un- 
problematically is often shared by white individuals, even 
some liberal and progressive white feminists, who ignore and 
in some cases condone black male sexism when it is articu- 
lated as a response to racist aggression. 

Linking sexism and racism in ways that condone one as a 
response to the other in contemporary society pits black 
males and females against one another. As long as individual 
black males (and some females) feel that their freedom can- 
not be attained without the establishment of patriarchal 
power and privilege, they will see black female struggles for 
self-determination, our engagement with feminist movement, 
as threatening. Convinced that the struggle to “save” the 
black race is really first and foremost about saving the lives 
of black males, they will not only continually insist that their 
“sufferings” are greater than those of black females, they will 
believe that the proud assertion of sexist politics registers a 
meaningful opposition to racism. Mainstream white culture 
has shown that it is far more willing to listen and respond 
to the dilemmas of black men when those dilemmas are 
articulated not as the harsh aftermath of white supremacist 
aggression and assault that affects all black folks but instead 
when these issues are mediated by a discourse of tragic, 
“failed,” emasculated manhood. Within contemporary white 
supremacist capitalist patriarchy, the discourse of an unreal- 
ized wounded black manhood, which is constantly in jeop- 
ardy or under assault, that responds to victimization with 
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brutal threatening aggression, is played out in public rhetoric 
that defines black males as an “endangered” species. Black 
males who are usually astute in their critique of racist stereo- 
types of black masculinity have not raised objections to the 
use of dehumanizing language that links black males to a 
public rhetoric that is usually evoked to talk about the extinc- 
tion of wild animals. Instead some black males opportunisti- 
cally exploited the racist/sexist rhetoric implied in the phrase 
“endangered species” to call attention to the serious impact 
of racism on black male lives. However, by not questioning 
this rhetoric they implicitly endorse the notion that there 
exists a black “bestial masculinity, so central to racist/ 
sexist iconography, that must be properly controlled, be- 
cause it represents a danger to itself and others. Embed- 
ded in much of this rhetoric is the assumption that young 
black males would not represent a “danger” to white soci- 
ety if they could all be in training to be mature patriarchs. 
Conservative whites, and even some liberals, seem to be 
able to respond to the real dilemmas that affect black 
males only if the rhetoric that explains these problems 
shifts from white accountability to a focus on gender, 
wherein the creation of a context for “healthy” black mas- 
culinity to flourish is perceived to be the remedy and not 
confronting and changing white supremacy. As a conse- 
quence both black males and white society invest in a rhet- 
oric of self-recovery for black males that explicitly 
perpetuates and maintains sexism and patriarchy. 

Much of the recent emphasis on the need for special 
schools for black boys invests in a rhetoric of patriarchal 
thinking that uncritically embraces sexist-defined notions of 
manhood as the cure for all that ails black males. No one 
talks about the need for black girls to have positive black 
male role models that would offer them the kind of affirma- 
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tion and care that could enhance their self-esteem. No one 
insists that young black males need positive black female role 
models whom they respect and treat with regard. All the 
rhetoric that privileges the self-esteem of black male children 
over that of girls maintains and perpetuates the assumption 
that sexist-defined sex roles are healthy, are the key to creat- 
ing a non-dysfunctional black family. A major focus in schools 
for all black males is a militaristic emphasis on discipline. 
This seems especially significant since it was Daniel Patrick 
Moynihan who first suggested in his racist formulations of a 
theory of black matriarchy a sexist paradigm that would ex- 
plain black male dysfunction by suggesting that they were 
castrated and emasculated by strong black females who pre- 
vented them from realizing manhood. His suggestion was 
that black males should enter the military, a world without 
women, wherein they could self-actualize. It is tragically 
ironic that black folks who once clearly saw the racism in 
this attempt to blame the problems black men face living in 
a white supremacist society on black females are now em- 
ploying a similar mode of analysis. The notion that schools 
for all black boys which teach a patriarchal pedagogy, one 
that emphasizes both coercive discipline and obedience to 
authority, are a corrective to dysfunctional behavior is one 
that completely erases the extent to which patriarchal think- 
ing promotes dysfunction. A recent article in Black Issues 
in Higher Education positively highlighted Detroit’s African- 
centered academies for boys. The author states: “Discipline 
is one of the cornerstones of the academies’ overall program. 
Teachers don’t cut youngsters any slack. Students dress in 
uniforms which are inspected regularly, and must speak 
clearly and assertively in full sentences, and address adults 
in a proper manner.” While it is positive for young black 
males and females to learn discipline and self-responsibility, 
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those attitudes, values, and habits of being can be taught 
with pedagogical strategies that are liberatory, that do not 
rely on coercive control and punishment to reinforce positive 
behavior. It is obvious that militaristic models of education 
effectively teach young males behavior that may lead them 
to be more positively disciplined, etc. However, there is an 
extremely negative dimension to this coercive hierarchical 
model of education that no one talks about. If these young 
males are being taught to be disciplined within a learning 
community where they are also learning patriarchal thinking, 
how will they respond to females who do not conform to 
their expectations. As adult men will they attempt to subordi- 
nate black females using a discipline and punish model. Sig- 
nificantly, all the schools for young black males described in 
this article are called by the name of important black male 
figures—Paul Robeson, Malcolm X, or Marcus Garvey. Sup- 
porters of these schools, and others like them around the 
nation, rarely question the teaching of patriarchal perspec- 
tives. Even the critics are more concerned with whether 
there should be “African-centered” schools than with the 
issue of gender. In white supremacist capitalist patriarchy it 
is often just assumed that black gender relations will neces- 
sarily be retrograde, inferior to those of whites, be they con- 
servative or progressive. Despite the cultural impact of 
feminist movement, most white and black critics in contem- 
porary mass media do not extend the same critical awareness 
to gender issues when black folks are the center of attention. 
Individuals who support separate schools for black boys that 
emphasize a militaristic patriarchal pedagogy or for that mat- 
ter any of the folks who push patriarchy using the guise of 
building strong black families do not have to confront an 
interrogating public, demanding hard evidence that patriar- 
chy is healing to the psyches of black males who are assaulted 
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by racism. There is no evidence that suggests patriarchal 
black males who are successful in the arena of work, who 
are not in prisons, who are not committing crimes on the 
street, are more humane in their relationships with black 
females or less powerful males than unsuccessful black males 
whom society deems dysfunctional and/or criminal. There is 
plenty of evidence to substantiate the reality that black men 
who have obtained class power, status, and privilege, like 
their white counterparts, often dominate females in assaultive 
coercive ways to maintain sexist power. Concurrently, many 
of the negative ways black males interact with one another, 
using coercive violence or assaultive verbal harassment, are 
behavior patterns reinforced by sexist constructions of mas- 
culine identity. Yet the extent to which embracing feminist 
thinking and practice could transform black male identity is 
never presented as an option by that public claiming to be 
concerned about the quality of life for black males in white 
supremacist capitalist patriarchy. 

So far only small numbers of black males willingly engage 
feminist critique, seeing it from a standpoint that enables 
them to divest of leamed engagement with patriarchal think- 
ing that is fundamentally undermining and disenabling. Many 
black males accept and perpetuate sexist/racist notions about 
black manhood not only because they can receive more sym- 
pathetic attention from the dominant culture by focusing on 
a wounded masculinity but because by endorsing sexist think- 
ing they also strengthen their alliances with white males. 
Throughout the history of black male presence in the United 
States, masculine physical prowess has been one of the few 
arenas where they are perceived as heterosexuals. Negative 
representations of lesbians and gay men abound in black life, 
precisely because they create a context of fear and condem- 
nation that closes off the possibility that black heterosexuals 
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will study and learn from the critical thinking and writing 
of black homosexuals. Much of the compelling critique and 
challenge to black male engagement with sexist thinking, 
with patriarchy, exists primarily in the work of gay black 
men. If straight black men never seek this literature and/or 
repudiate it, they deprive themselves of life-affirming and 
life-sustaining discussions of black masculinity. Homophobic 
thinking and action is a barrier that often prevents black 
males and females from choosing to learn about feminist 
thinking. 

At the peak of contemporary feminist movement black 
males were one-upping white males by representing them- 
selves as that group of males who had not capitulated to 
feminist demands that they rethink sexism. That repudiation 
of feminist thinking was highlighted when black males re- 
sponded to the feminist fiction writing of black females like 
Alice Walker by once again flaunting their sexism and accus- 
ing her and other black women of being traitors to the race. 
To support the race, to not be seen as traitors, black women 
were and are still being told to express racial allegiance by 
passively accepting sexism and sexist domination. Recent 
anti-feminist backlash has led to the positive highlighting of 
black male sexism and phallocentrism. In public spheres of 
homo-social bonding black males inspire alternately fear and 
envy in white males by flaunting the “it’s a dick thing” mas- 
culinity. Willingness to flaunt sexist behavior, coercive mascu- 
line domination of females, is one of the ways black males 
receive respect and admiration as well as rewards from white 
male peers. Often mainstream white culture condemns black 
male sexism if it impinges on its freedom even as it rewards 
it if the targets of that rage remain black females, less power- 
ful black males, and advocates of feminist movement. The 
production and dissemination of rap music that perpetuates 
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sexist and/or misogynist thinking, that condones the assertion 
of male domination over females by any means necessary, is a 
site of cultural production where black males are alternately 
punished and rewarded for this conduct. The punishment 
usually takes the form of public critique and censorship. Ulti- 
mately, the positive response to sexist and/or misogynist rap 
music (fame, wealth) reinforces the reality that these atti- 
tudes and values will be rewarded in this society. If black 
males find that they can make much more money flaunting 
lyrics that are sexist and misogynist, it is mainstream con- 
sumer culture that creates the demand for this product. If 
white supremacist capitalist patriarchy rewards black males 
for sexist behavior whether in the entertainment, sports, or 
political arena (i.e., the Thomas hearings) there are few in- 
centives for black males to divest of sexist thinking. 

Ultimately, sexist aggression by black males towards black 
females creates a cultural climate in black life where gender 
wars and conflicts claim the attention and energy that could 
be constructively used to create strategies for radical inter- 
vention that would challenge and undermine the existing rac- 
ist and sexist systems of domination. As long as the vast 
majority of black males are brainwashed into thinking that 
sexist thinking enhances their lives, white patriarchy need 
never fear being dismantled by progressive black male insur- 
rection. Nationalist black leaders male and female, whether 
they be in conservative religious organizations or represent 
themselves as spokespersons of more radical movements for 
liberation, continue to suffer failures of insight that lead 
them to invest in the notion that patriarchy is the only possi- 
ble system of social organization that can bring stability to 
black family life and to the race. 

Unfortunately, as long as the misguided assumption that 
patriarchal power compensates black males for the trauma 
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of living in a white supremacist society and experiencing the 
trauma of perpetual racist assault is accepted without ques- 
tion, then the reproduction of sexist thinking and action will 
remain the norm in black life. Concurrently the negative 
consequences of sexist black male domination will remain a 
taboo subject. Those of us who break the silence will be 
continually cast as traitors. Until this silence is repeatedly 
broken, African Americans will never be able to construc- 
tively address issues of positive gender identity formation, 
domestic violence, rape, incest, or black male-on-male vio- 
lence. We will not be able to challenge and critique sexism 
if the destructive impact of patriarchal thinking is always 
denied, covered up, masked as a response to racial victim- 
ization. 

Individual, progressive black heterosexual males who en- 
gage a critique of domination that takes feminist thinking 
and practice seriously as a radical alternative to the push to 
institutionalize potentially exploitative and oppressive patriar- 
chal regimes in black life must be more willing to act politi- 
cally so that their counter hegemonic presence is visible. 
Working in collective solidarity with black women who are 
active in progressive movements for black self-determination 
that incorporate fully a feminist standpoint, these black men 
represent a vanguard group that could begin and sustain a 
cultural revolution that could vigilantly contest, challenge, 
and change sexism and misogyny in black life. All too often 
the anti-feminist perspective is the only voice that masses of 
black people have the opportunity to hear. It is this voice that 
most intimately addresses black folks across class. Progressive 
black women and men often end up speaking the most to 
mainstream white culture. While this speaking is necessary 
intervention, it must be coupled with an equally intense ef- 
fort to address gender issues with strategies that articulate 
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ways the struggle to end sexism can positively transform 
black life in diverse black communities. Black males who 
cling to sexist thinking and fantasies of patriarchal power 
need to know that a concrete engagement with feminist 
thinking would allow them to examine the ways their accep- 
tance of patriarchal notions of masculine identity undermine 
their capacity to live fully and freely. No matter how clearly 
and passionately black women active in feminist thinking and 
progressive black liberation struggle critique patriarchal 
thinking and action, it ultimately deprives black males of the 
opportunity to construct self and identity in ways that are 
truly liberatory, that do not require the subordination and 
domination of anyone else, and ultimately only the testimony 
of black males can bear witness to this truth. We need to 
hear more from black males who repudiate domination as 
the only possible means of social intercourse between them- 
selves and black females. We need to hear from those black 
males who are not sadomasochistically seduced by images of 
black females “at the mercy of black men.” We need to hear 
from black males who have turned their gaze away from the 
colonizer’s face and are able to look at gender and race with 
new eyes. Black men who can hear anew the prophetic words 
of Malcolm X urging us to change our minds: “We've got to 
change our own minds about each other. We have to see 
each other with new eyes. We have to see each other as 
brothers and sisters. We have to come together with 
warmth.” Any black male or female who seriously contem- 
plates this message of radical black self-determination would 
necessarily embrace the struggle to end sexism and sexist 
domination in black life. It is that struggle that offers us the 
hope of mutual intimacy, of a redemptive love that can ex- 
tend beyond the limitations of utopian fantasies of family and 
nation, that can transcend narrowly constructed paradigms 
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of identity formation and fixed sexual practice, a redemptive 
love that can indiscriminately offer every black male and fe- 
male the hope that our suffering within white supremacist 
capitalist patriarchy will cease, that our wounds can be 
healed, that the struggle for black liberation can be realized 
in the politics of daily life. 


REVOLUTIONARY FEMINISM 


AN ANTI-RACIST AGENDA 


(it the more than twenty years that I have 
spent writing feminist theory, I have consistently 
worked to make a clear distinction between revolutionary 
feminist politics and the more widely accepted version of 
feminism that has as its primary agenda achieving for white 
women of privileged classes social and economic equality 
with men of their class. In my first book, Ain’t I a Woman: 
Black Women and Feminism, I suggested that the movement 
of masses of white women, particularly those from privileged- 
class backgrounds, into the workforce was not sanctioned 
simply by feminist thinking but by the very white supremacist 
capitalist patriarchal economic system that movement 
claimed to want to dismantle. Coming in the wake of civil 
rights struggle, of black power movements which were de- 
manding cultural revolution, a sharing of the nation’s material 
resources as well as an end to white supremacy, contempo- 
rary white women’s liberation movement was easily co-opted 
to serve the interests of white patriarchy by reconsolidating 
white power, by keeping resources all in the family. 
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It should have come as no surprise to any of us that those 
white women who were mainly concerned with gaining equal 
access to domains of white male privilege quickly ceased to 
espouse a radical political agenda which included the disman- 
tling of patriarchy as well as an anti-racist, anti-classist 
agenda. No doubt white patriarchal men must have found it 
amusing and affirming that many of the white women who 
had so vehemently and fiercely denounced domination were 
quite happy to assume the role of oppressor and/or exploiter 
if it meant that they could wield power equally with white 
men. Nor should it have surprised us that those individual 
white women who remained true to the radical and/or revo- 
lutionary vision of feminist politics, who had been among the 
vanguard of the struggle, were soon marginalized as feminist 
politics entered the mainstream. For example, many of the 
radical white women who struggled to establish women’s 
studies in colleges and universities throughout the United 
States did not have doctoral degrees and were soon let go 
as patriarchal academic legitimation became more important 
than sisterhood and solidarity. Often to stay within this system 
individual white women were compelled to complete further 
graduate study, a process which was usually depoliticizing, 
which rewarded abandoning of radical feminist practice. 

No critical intervention renewed the spirit of radical fe- 
minism that had been sorely diminished by patriarchal co- 
optation more than the insistence on the part of black women 
and other women of color that white women interrogate their 
racial identity and racial privilege. Ironically, many white 
women appropriated the discourse of race to advance their 
careers, drawing from the scholarship and critical thinking 
of black women even as they then bashed us for insisting 
that any meaningful feminist movement would necessarily 
have an anti-racist agenda. This bashing is most vehemently 
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expressed in the work of self-proclaimed “white power- 
feminists” who would have everyone believe that there is no 
undermining of feminist politics when the central goal of the 
movement is to allow individual white women access to 
ruling-class wealth and power. It is this opportunistic appro- 
priation of feminist thinking that consistently corrupts femi- 
nist politics, sending the clear message to disenfranchised 
poor and working-class women and men of all races that 
feminist movement is not for them. Given this message and 
the white supremacist agenda that is perpetuated by white 
power-feminism, it is not surprising that people of color who 
do not understand the history of the movement, who may 
not have access to revolutionary feminist thought and praxis, 
usually see feminism as a threat and do not see the uses 
these opportunistic white women have made of it. If people 
of color naively allow our understanding of feminist politics 
to be shaped by mass media which focus only on white 
power-feminism then we become complicit, denying our- 
selves and our diverse communities access to a resistance 
struggle that would provide strategies for challenging sexist 
exploitation and oppression in our lives. 

To many black folks feminism continues to be seen as 
synonymous with bourgeois white women. As a consequence 
any black woman who uses the term risks being seen as a 
race traitor. The dismissal of black female voices that advo- 
cate feminist politics has intensified with the resurgence of 
narrow nationalist thinking that either invests in supporting 
the maintenance of patriarchal gender role or insists that 
embracing an Afrocentric worldview will necessarily return 
black females and males to an idyllic location where gender 
hierarchies do not exist. Again and again in my work I have 
had to reiterate that the racism of white women should be 
militantly challenged but that it should not act as a barrier 
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preventing black women and men from engaging feminist 
politics. Even though Karl Marx was clearly racist in his 
thinking, this has never stopped black folks who seek to radi- 
calize their consciousness around the issue of class from en- 
gaging Marxism. Surely it is patriarchal condescension that 
leads black folks, particularly sexist black men, to assume 
that black females are incapable of embracing revolutionary 
feminism in ways that would enhance rather than diminish 
black liberation, despite the continued overt racism and racist 
agendas of those groups of white women who can most easily 
lay claim to the term “feminism” and project their conserva- 
tive and reactionary agendas. Often this condescension 
merely masks allegiance to sexism and patriarchal thinking 
in black life. Certainly, the labeling of black women who 
engage feminist thinking as race traitors is meant to prevent 
us from embracing feminist politics as surely as white power- 
feminism acts to exclude our voices and silence our critiques. 
In this case, both groups are acting to protect and maintain 
the privileges, however relative, that they receive in the ex- 
isting social structure. 

It is usually materially privileged white women who iden- 
tify as feminists, and who have gained greater social equality 
and power with white men in the existing social structure, 
who resist most vehemently the revolutionary feminist insis- 
tence that an anti-racist agenda must be at the core of our 
movement if there is ever to be solidarity between women 
and effective coalitions that cross racial boundaries and unite 
us in common struggle. These are the women who are deter- 
mined to leave the issue of race behind. Recently white 
women producers of an ABC news story on feminist move- 
ment went in search of radical/revolutionary feminists to ap- 
pear on their show. I was called, then dismissed as 
inappropriate because I would raise the issue of race and 
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racism, thereby—according to them—changing the subject. 
Similar silencing occurs in predominantly black public set- 
tings when race is the topic and black females approach these 
discussions from a feminist standpoint. We are seen as de- 
railing or shifting the focus, not adding to the depth and 
complexity of our understanding. In such settings we are 
usually bashed into silence. Given these contexts it is no 
wonder that there are few black women who choose to pub- 
licly advocate revolutionary feminist politics. Indeed, the 
black female who engages issues of gender, even perhaps 
challenges sexism, can gain a hearing as long as she does not 
encourage black folks to embrace revolutionary feminism. 
Individual radical black women feminists who gain a public 
hearing usually do so by turning their backs on black constit- 
uencies, focusing their attention on white audiences. Often 
anti-feminist backlash is the excuse they give for not strug- 
gling to promote feminist politics in diverse black communi- 
ties. Yet usually when one examines the history of their 
engagement, there is no record of any meaningful attempt 
to educate black communities for critical consciousness when 
it comes to the issue of feminism. Unfortunately the individ- 
ual black women who do address gender issues in black set- 
tings tend to espouse liberal or conservative politics. They 
present the same old reformist social-equality white women’s 
liberation agenda in blackface. Like their white female coun- 
terparts, these opportunistic black women are primarily con- 
cerned with gaining access to privilege within the existing 
structure. 

Revolutionary feminist thinkers must consistently chal- 
lenge white power-feminism so that our radical agendas are 
not completely erased by those white women who continue 
to support racism and white supremacy. Increasingly, more 
and more individual white revolutionary feminist activists are 
critiquing the racism of their white peers with the same mili- 


REVOLUTIONARY FEMINISM | 103 


tancy as their women-of-color peers. Let’s be clear. It was 
individual black women and women of color who were and 
remain at the forefront of the struggle to maintain an anti- 
racist revolutionary feminist agenda. It is a meaningful and 
powerful expression of solidarity and sisterhood that individ- 
ual radical white women are daring to challenge courageously 
the racism of their peers. The essays in the collection The 
Coming of Black Genocide, a reprinting of articles from Bot- 
tomfish Blues, is a fine example. Described in the introduc- 
tion as an underground Amazon publication, it has two main 
themes: to “radically challenge white women’s complicity in 
both the on-going Black Genocide and the patriarchy’s war 
against women.” Reiterating the analysis first given by black 
women thinkers, myself included (who are never acknowl- 
edged or cited in this text), the anonymous authors coura- 
geously make connections between white supremacist 
perpetuation of black genocide and the women’s movement 
for white equality. Their analysis is worth quoting at length: 


If the just-starting women’s liberation movement had 
survived it would have divided white society, and would 
have seriously endangered the plans for Black Genocide. 
Born out of the sparks from Black liberation, with its 
own revolutionary pulse, women’s liberation would have 
been guerilla movement behind enemy lines. It might 
have sabotaged the machinery of genocide. Just as the 
student antiwar movement did to the invasion of Viet- 
nam. ... The power structure neutralized women’s liber- 
ation by smothering it under the “neutra-sweet” 
women’s movement for white equality. And then pre- 
tended that they were both the same thing. 


It is unfortunate that the revolutionary feminist thinkers who 
wrote these essays do not identify the work of those black 
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women and other women of color engaged in feminist move- 
ment from its inception to the present day, work that has 
helped shape and clarify their thinking. This oversight makes 
it appear that they came “naturally” to divest of white su- 
premacist thinking and allegiances rather than having devel- 
oped this radical standpoint and practice via a process of 
education for critical consciousness about race and racism 
that is fundamentally rooted in the feminist pedagogy of 
black women. Without naming this input they can easily be 
seen as yet another group of radical white folks appropriating 
feminist critical discourse on race in ways that deny the van- 
guard activism of black women. By so doing they undermine 
a politics of solidarity. 

The crude racism and white supremacy that surface in 
white power-feminism send the message that solidarity be- 
tween white women and black women can never be a reality. 
To counter that message, those white women who are funda- 
mentally committed to advocating revolutionary feminist 
thinking, which has as a core agenda anti-racist struggle, 
must dare to make their voices heard. Often the individual 
white women who have divested of white supremacy, and 
who show themselves again and again to be our allies in the 
struggle to end racism, rarely receive the limelight. Mass 
media certainly do not highlight their work. Concurrently, 
they do not shine a spotlight on individual black women or 
women of color who courageously work in solidarity educat- 
ing and furthering the liberation of white women by helping 
them decolonize their minds and actions and engaging them 
as comrades as they struggle to divest fully of racist thought 
and behavior. It is a utopian dream to imagine that white 
women will divest of white supremacist thinking in isolation 
without critical engagement and dialectical exchange with 
non-white peers. It is concrete interaction between groups 
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that is the proving ground, where our commitments to anti- 
racist behavior are tested and realized. While white women 
can and must assume a major voice speaking to and about 
anti-racist struggle to other white women, it is equally im- 
portant that they learn to speak with and, if need be, make 
it necessary to speak for women of color in ways that do not 
reinscribe and perpetuate white supremacy. 

This revolutionary interdependency is usefully outlined in 
Mab Segrest’s book Memoir of a Race Traitor. She daringly 
critiques the way an ethic of competition can lead white 
women to seek the upper hand in all their relations, includ- 
ing those across race. Segrest contends: 


As a child of Europeans, a woman whose families have 
spent many generations on these shores, some of them 
in relative material privilege, my culture raised me to 
compete for grades, for jobs, for money, for self-esteem. 
As my lungs breathed in competition, they breathed out 
the stale air of individualism, delivering the toxic mes- 
sage: You are on your own. Being “queer” only amplified 
the problem. Traveling across race and class and cultural 
boundaries, my ear eventually became tuned to different 
vibrations so that I began to hear, first as a murmur, 
then as clearly articulated sound: We ... are... in. 
this ... together. My lungs relaxed some, my ried 
gasped the clearer air. 


Women and men of all races who are committed to revolu- 
tionary feminist movement, who want to end sexism and sex- 
ist exploitation and oppression, recognize that we create and 
sustain the conditions for solidarity and coalition building by 
vigilantly challenging the ethic of competition, replacing it 
with a communal ethic of collective benefit. Those white 
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women who write about race in ways that mask the debt 
they owe to black women and women-of-color thinkers often 
do so because they are working within structures that affirm 
competition, that encourage folks to make it appear that their 
ideas always come from some space of original thought. The 
ethic of competition does not place value on collaboration or 
dialectical exchange. It does not create an atmosphere where 
individuals who have white privilege and authority in rélation 
to the discourse of race and racism can link their work to 
anti-racist struggle by repudiating the need to erase, render 
invisible, and/or devalue the work of non-white peers. 

Honoring the engagement with black peers that enhanced 
her capacity to break with white supremacist thinking and 
fully commit to anti-racist struggle Segrest shares: 


Lenny taught me that fascism was about isolation, about 
political movements deliberately breaking down the human 
bonds between people so that they give blind allegiance to 
a leader or an ideology. Reverend Lee showed me how to 
go after the lost, to defy the isolation imposed by denial, 
terror and ideologies of hate. But I was lost myself, and I 
found myself, in part at least, in the acts of searching out 
others. It made me a different person—but not a better 
person—than either of my parents. To differentiate myself, 
I have had to accept the gifts they gave me, which paradox- 
ically, I could not do until I was sure I am my own person. 
“When people have to choose, they go with their own 
race,” my mother had said, but she was wrong. It is not a 
matter of choosing one race or family and betraying one 
another. The choice is for justice! community! humanity! 
the glimpse that we are all one organism... . 


It is this understanding of revolutionary interdependency that 
must be shared if we are to reclaim a vision of feminist 
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sisterhood that proudly acknowledges feminist commitment 
to anti-racist struggle. Advocates of revolutionary feminist 
movement are among that group of women and men who 
do not despair about the capacity of white folks to divest of 
white supremacy because we have engaged in resistance and 
seen the reality of solidarity emerge in the context of mutual 
commitment and struggle. These stories must be told to 
counter the mounting despair, to counter the claims of white 
power-feminism. There will be no feminist revolution with- 
out an end to racism and white supremacy. When all women 
and men engaged in feminist struggle understand the inter- 
locking nature of systems of domination, of white suprema- 
cist capitalist patriarchy, feminist movement will regain its 
revolutionary progressive momentum. 


TEACHING RESISTANCE 


THE RACIAL POLITICS OF MASS MEDIA 


\ \ hen I began the process of education for critical 

consciousness to radicalize my thinking and action, 
I relied on the writings and life practices of Malcolm X, Paulo 
Freire, Albert Memmi, Frantz Fanon, Amical Cabral, Walter 
Rodney, and a host of other thinkers. The work of these 
teachers and political mentors led me to think about the 
absence of a discourse on colonialism in the United States. 
When thinking about the kind of language commonly evoked 
to talk about black experience in white supremacist capitalist 
patriarchal North America, I was often struck by the perva- 
sive use of euphemisms, words like “Jim Crow,” “Uncle 
Tom,” “Miss Ann,” etc. These colorful terms obscured the 
underlying structures of domination that kept white suprem- 
acy in place. By socializing white and black citizens in the 
United States to think of racism in personal terms, individu- 
als could think of it as having more to do with inherent 
prejudicial feelings than with a consciously mapped-out strat- 
egy of domination that was systematically maintained. Even 
though African Americans in the United States had no coun- 
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try, whites took over and colonized; as a structure of domina- 
tion that is defined as the conquest and ownership of a 
people by another, colonialism aptly describes the process 
by which blacks were and continue to be subordinated by 
white supremacy. 

In the beginning black folks were most effectively colo- 
nized via a structure of ownership. Once slavery ended, white 
supremacy could be effectively maintained by the institution- 
alization of social apartheid and by creating a philosophy of 
racial inferiority that would be taught to everyone. This strat- 
egy of colonialism needed no country, for the space it sought 
to own and conquer was the minds of whites and blacks. As 
long as a harsh brutal system of racial apartheid was in place, 
separating blacks from whites by laws, coercive structures of 
punishment, and economic disenfranchisement, many black 
people seemed to intuitively understand that our ability to 
resist racist domination was nurtured by a refusal of the colo- 
nizing mindset. Segregation enabled black folks to maintain 
oppositional worldviews and standpoints to counter the ef- 
fects of racism and to nurture resistance. The effectiveness 
of those survival strategies was made evident by both civil 
rights movements and the militant resistance that followed 
in their wake. This resistance to colonialism was so fierce, a 
new strategy was required to maintain and perpetuate white 
supremacy. Racial integration was that strategy. It was the 
setting for the emergence of neo-colonial white supremacy. 

Placed in positions of authority in educational structures 
and on the job, white people could oversee and eradicate 
organized resistance. The new neo-colonial environment gave 
white folks even greater access and control over the African- 
American mind. Integrated educational structures were the 
locations where whites could best colonize the minds and 
imaginations of black folks. Television and mass media were 
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the other great neo-colonial weapons. Contemporary African 
Americans often ponder how it is possible for the spirit of 
resistance to be so diminished today even though the struc- 
tures of our lives continue to be shaped and informed by 
the dictates of white supremacy. The spirit of resistance that 
remained strong from slavery to the militant sixties was dis- 
placed when whites made it seem as though they were truly 
ready to grant black folks social equality, that there were 
indeed enough resources to go around, that the imperialist 
wealth of this country could be equitably shared. These as- 
sumptions were easy to believe given the success of sixties 
black militant struggle. By the time the bubble burst, collec- 
tively black folks had let our guard down and a more insidi- 
ous colonization of our minds began to take place. While the 
Eurocentric biases taught to blacks in the educational system 
were meant to socialize us to believe in our inherent inferior- 
ity, it was ultimately the longing to have access to material 
rewards granted whites (the luxury and comfort represented 
in advertising and television) that was the greatest seduction. 
Aping whites, assimilating their values (i.e., white suprema- 
cist attitudes and assumptions) was clearly the way to achieve 
material success. And white supremacist values were pro- 
jected into our living rooms, into the most intimate spaces 
of our lives by mass media. Gone was any separate space 
apart from whites where organized militant resistance could 
emerge. Even though most black communities were and re- 
main segregated, mass media bring white supremacy into our 
lives, constantly reminding us of our marginalized status. 
With the television on, whites were and are always with 
us, their voices, values, and beliefs echoing in our brains. It 
is this constant presence of the colonizing mindset passively 
consumed that undermines our capacity to resist white su- 
premacy by cultivating oppositional worldviews. Even though 
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most African Americans do not identify with the experiences 
of whites in real life or have intimate relationships with them, 
these boundaries are crossed when we sit facing the televi- 
sion. When television was first invented and many black folks 
could not afford TVs or did not have the luxury of time to 
consume representations of whiteness all day long, a barrier 
still existed between the value system of the dominant white 
culture and the values of most black folks. That barrier was 
torn down when televisions entered every living room. Mov- 
ies function in a similar way. Not surprising, when black 
Americans were denied easy access to white movies, black 
cinema thrived. Once the images of whiteness were available 
to everyone there was no black movie-going audience starv- 
ing for black images. The hunger to see black folks on the 
screen had been replaced by the desire to be close to the 
Hollywood image, to whiteness. No studies have been done 
that I know of which look at the role mass media have played 
since 1960 in perpetuating and maintaining the values of 
white supremacy. Constantly and passively consuming white 
supremacist values both in educational systems and via pro- 
longed engagement with mass media, contemporary black 
folks, and everyone else in this society, are vulnerable to a 
process of overt colonization that goes easily undetected. Acts 
of blatant racism are rarely represented in mass-media im- 
ages. Most television shows suggest via the liberal dialogues 
that occur between white characters, or racially integrated 
casts, that racism no longer serves as a barrier. Even though 
there are very few black judges in the United States, televi- 
sion courtroom dramas cast black characters in these roles 
in ways so disproportionate to the reality that it is almost 
ludicrous. Yet the message sent to the American public and 
folks all over the world watching American TV is that our 
legal system has triumphed over racial discrimination, that 
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not only is there social equality but that black folks are often 
the ones in power. I know of no studies that have examined 
the role television has played in teaching white viewers that 
racism no longer exists. Many white folks who never have 
intimate contact with black folks now feel that they know 
what we are like because television has brought us into their 
homes. Whites may well believe that our presence on the 
screen and in their intimate living spaces means that the 
racial apartheid that keeps neighborhoods and schools segre- 
gated is the false reflection and that what we see on televi- 
sion represents the real. 

Currently black folks are often depicted on television in 
situations where they charge racist victimization and then the 
viewer is bombarded with evidence that shows this to be a 
trumped-up charge, that whites are indeed far more caring 
and able to be social equals than “misguided” blacks realize. 
The message that television sends then is that the problem 
of racism lies with black people—that it exists in our minds 
and imaginations. On a recent episode of Law and Order a 
white lawyer directs anger at a black woman and tells her, 
“If you want to see the cause of racism, look in the mirror.” 
Television does not hold white people responsible for white 
supremacy; it socializes them to believe that subjugation and 
subordination of black people by any means necessary is es- 
sential for the maintenance of law and order. Such thinking 
informed the vision of white folks who looked at the tape 
showing the brutal beating of Rodney King by a group of 
white men and saw a scenario where he was threatening 
white lives and they were merely keeping the peace. 

Movies also offer us the vision of a world where white 
folks are liberal, eager to be social equals with blacks. The 
message of films like Grand Canyon, Lethal Weapon, The 
Bodyguard, and a host of other Hollywood films is that 
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whites and blacks live together in harmony. Contemporary 
Hollywood films that show strife between races situate the 
tension around criminal behavior where black characters may 
exist as good or bad guys in the traditional racist cowboy 
scenario but where most whites, particularly heroic ones, are 
presented as capable of transcending the limitations of race. 

For the most part television and movies depict a world 
where blacks and whites coexist in harmony although the 
subtext is clear; this harmony is maintained because no one 
really moves from the location white supremacy allocates to 
them on the race-sex hierarchy. Denzel Washington and Julia 
Roberts may play opposite one another in The Pelican Brief 
but there will not be a romance. True love in television and 
movies is almost always an occurrence between those who 
share the same race. When love happens across boundaries 
as in The Bodyguard, Zebrahead, or A Bronx Tale, it is 
doomed for no apparent reason and/or has tragic conse- 
quences. White and black people learning lessons from mass 
media about racial bonding are taught that curiosity about 
those who are racially different can be expressed as long as 
boundaries are not actually crossed and no genuine intimacy 
emerges. Many television viewers of all races and ethnicities 
were enchanted by a series called Ill Fly Away which high- 
lighted a liberal white family’s struggle in the South and the 
perspective of the black woman who works as a servant in 
their home. Even though the series is often centered on the 
maid, her status is never changed or challenged. Indeed she 
is one of the “stars” of the show. It does not disturb most 
viewers that at this moment in history black women continue 
to be represented in movies and on television as the servants 
of whites. The fact that a black woman can be cast in a 
dramatically compelling leading role as a servant does not 
intervene on racist/sexist stereotypes, it reinscribes them. 
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Hollywood awarded its first Oscar to a black person in 1939 
when Hattie McDaniel won as Best Supporting Actress in 
Gone With the Wind. She played the maid. Contemporary 
films like Fried Green Tomatoes and Passion Fish, which 
offer viewers progressive visions of white females, still image 
black women in the same way—as servants. Even though the 
black female “servant” in Passion Fish comes from a middle- 
class background, drug addiction has led to her drop in status. 
And the film suggests that working secluded as the caretaker 
of a sick white woman redeems the black woman. It was 
twenty-four years after McDaniel won her Oscar that the 
only black man to ever receive this award won Best Actor. 
Sidney Poitier won for his role in the 1960s film Lilies of 
the Field. In this film he is also symbolically a “mammy” 
figure, playing an itinerant worker who caretakes a group of 
white nuns. Mass media consistently depict black folks either 
as servants or in subordinate roles, a placement which still 
suggests that we exist to bolster and caretake the needs of 
whites. Two examples that come to mind are the role of the 
black female FBI agent in The Silence of the Lambs, whose 
sole purpose is to bolster the ego of the white female lead 
played by Jodie Foster. And certainly in all the Lethal 
Weapon movies Danny Glover’s character is there to be the 
buddy who because he is black and therefore subordinate 
can never eclipse the white male star. Black folks confront 
media that include us and subordinate our representation to 
that of whites, thereby reinscribing white supremacy. 

While superficially appearing to present a portrait of racial 
social equality, mass media actually work to reinforce as- 
sumptions that black folks should always be cast in support- 
ing roles in relation to white characters. That subordination 
is made to appear “natural” because most black characters are 
consistently portrayed as always a little less ethical and moral 
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than whites, not given to rational reasonable action. It is not 
surprising that it is those black characters represented as didac- 
tic figures upholding the status quo who are portrayed as pos- 
sessing positive characteristics. They are rational, ethical, moral 
peacemakers who help maintain law and order. 

Significantly, the neo-colonial messages about the nature 
of race that are brought to us by mass media do not just 
shape whites’ minds and imaginations. They socialize black 
and other non-white minds as well. Understanding the power 
of representations, black people have in both the past and 
present challenged how we are presented in mass media, 
especially if the images are perceived to be “negative,” but 
we have not sufficiently challenged representations of black- 
ness that are not obviously negative even though they act to 
reinforce white supremacy. Concurrently, we do not chal- 
lenge the representations of whites. We were not outside 
movie theaters protesting when the white male lead charac- 
ter in Paris Trout brutally slaughters a little black girl (even 
though I can think of no other image of a child being brutally 
slaughtered in a mainstream film) or when the lead character 
in A Perfect World played by Kevin Costner terrorizes a 
black family who gives him shelter. Even though he is a 
murderer and an escaped convict, his character is portrayed 
sympathetically whereas the black male father is brutally tor- 
tured presumably because he is an unloving, abusive parent. 
In A Perfect World both the adult white male lead and the 
little white boy who stops him from killing the black man are 
shown to be ethically and morally superior to black people. 

Films that present cinematic narratives that seek to inter- 
vene in and challenge white supremacist assumption, whether 
they are made by black or white folks, tend to receive nega- 
tive attention or none at all. John Sayles’s film The Brother 
from Another Planet successfully presented a black male 
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character in a lead role whose representation was opposi- 
tional. Rather than portraying a black male as a sidekick of 
a more powerful white male, or as a brute and sex fiend, he 
offered us the image of a gentle, healing, angelic black male 
spirit. John Waters’s film Hairspray was able to reach a larger 
audience. In this movie, white people choose to be anti- 
racist, to critique white privilege. Jim Jarmusch’s film Mys- 
tery Train is incredibly deconstructive of racist assumptions. 
When the movie begins we witness a young Japanese couple 
arriving at the bus station in Memphis who begin to speak 
Japanese with a black man who superficially appears to be 
indigent. Racist stereotypes and class assumptions are chal- 
lenged at this moment and throughout the film. White privi- 
lege and lack of understanding of the politics of racial 
difference are exposed. Yet most viewers did not like this 
film and it did not receive much attention. Julie Dash’s film 
Daughters of the Dust portrayed black folks in ways that 
were radically different from Hollywood conventions. Many 
white viewers and even some black viewers had difficulty 
relating to these images. Radical representations of race in 
television and movies demand that we be resisting viewers 
and break our attachment to conventional representations. 
These films, and others like them, demonstrate that film and 
mass media in general can challenge neo-colonial representa- 
tions that reinscribe racist stereotypes and perpetuate white su- 
premacy. If more attention were given these films, it would 
show that aware viewers long for mass media that act to chal- 
lenge and change racist domination and white supremacy. 
Until all Americans demand that mass media no longer 
serve as the biggest propaganda machine for white suprem- 
acy, the socialization of everyone to subliminally absorb white 
supremacist attitudes and values will continue. Even though 
many white Americans do not overtly express racist thinking, 
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it does not mean that their underlying belief structures have 
not been saturated with an ideology of difference that says 
white is always, in every way, superior to that which is black. 
Yet so far no complex public discourse exists that explains 
the difference between that racism which led whites to enjoy 
lynching and murdering black people and that wherein a 
white person may have a black friend or lover yet still believe 
black folks are intellectually and morally inferior to whites. 

Mainstream media’s endorsement of The Bell Curve by 
Richard J. Herrnstein and Charles Murray reflects the Amer- 
ican public’s willingness to support racist doctrine that repre- 
sents black people as genetically inferior. Anti-racist white 
male thinker and activist Edward Herman reminds us of the 
danger of such acceptance in his essay “The New Racist 
Onslaught”: 


Built on black slavery, with segregation and poverty 
helping reinforce stereotypes after 1865, racism has deep 
and persistent roots in this country. Today, racist Bob 
Grant has a radio audience of 680,000 in New York City, 
and racist Rush Limbaugh has a supportive audience of 
millions (extending to Supreme Court Justice Clarence 
Thomas). Reagan with his repeated imagery of black wel- 
fare mothers exploiting the taxpayer, Bush with Willie Hor- 
ton and the menace of “quotas,” and a slew of code words 
bandied about by politicians, show that polarizing racist 
language and political strategies are acceptable and even 
integral parts of mainstream culture today. 


When black psyches are daily bombarded by mass media 
representations that encourage us to see white people as 
more caring, intelligent, liberal, etc., it makes sense that 
many of us begin to internalize racist thinking. 
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Without an organized resistance movement that focuses 
on the role of mass media in the perpetuation and mainte- 
nance of white supremacy, nothing will change. Boycotts re- 
main one of the most effective ways to call attention to this 
issue. Picketing outside theaters, turning off the television 
set, writing letters of protest are all low-risk small acts that 
can become major interventions. Mass media are neither 
neutral nor innocent when it comes to spreading the message 
of white supremacy. It is not far-fetched for us to assume 
that many more white Americans would be anti-racist if they 
were not socialized daily to embrace racist assumptions. 
Challenging mass media to divest of white supremacy should 
be the starting point of a renewed movement for racial 
justice. 


hs 


BLACK BEAUTY AND 
BLACK POWER 


INTERNALIZED RACISM 


N: social movement to end white supremacy ad- 
dressed the issue of internalized racism in relation 
to beauty as intensely as did the black power revolution of 
the sixties. For a time at least this movement challenged 
black folks to examine the psychic impact of white suprem- 
acy. Reading Frantz Fanon and Albert Memmi, our leaders 
began to speak of colonization and the need to decolonize 
our minds and imaginations. Exposing the myriad ways white 
supremacy had assaulted our self-concept and our self- 
esteem, militant leaders of black liberation struggle de- 
manded that black folks see ourselves differently—see self-love 
as a radical political agenda. That meant establishing a politics 
of representation which would both critique and integrate 
ideals of personal beauty and desirability informed by racist 
standards and put in place progressive standards, a system of 
valuation that would embrace a diversity of black looks. 
Ironically, as black leaders called into question racist- 
defined notions of beauty, many white folks expressed awe 
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and wonder that there existed in segregated black life color- 
caste systems wherein the lighter one’s skin the greater one’s 
individual social value. Their surprise at the way color caste 
functioned in black life exposed the extent to which they 
chose to remain willfully ignorant of how systemic white 
supremacist thinking is established and maintained. Construc- 
tion of color-caste hierarchies by white racists in nineteenth- 
century life is well documented in their history and literature. 
That contemporary white folks are ignorant of this history 
reflects the way the dominant culture seeks to deny, via era- 
sure, a history of race relations that documents their account- 
ability. This denial allows no space for accountability, no 
space for whites in contemporary culture to know and ac- 
knowledge the primary role whites played in the formation 
of color castes. All black folks, even those who know very 
little, if anything at all, about North American history, slav- 
ery, Reconstruction, etc., know that racist white folks often 
treated lighter-skinned black folks better than their darker 
counterparts and that this pattern was mirrored in black so- 
cial relations. Individual black folks who grow to maturity in 
all-white settings that may have allowed them to remain igno- 
rant of color-caste systems are soon initiated when they have 
contact with other black people. 

Issues of skin color and caste were highlighted by militant 
black struggle for rights. The slogan “black is beautiful” 
worked to intervene in and alter those racist stereotypes that 
had always insisted black was ugly, monstrous, undesirable. 
One of the primary achievements of black power movement 
was the critique and in some instances dismantling of color- 
caste hierarchies. This achievement often goes unnoticed and 
undiscussed largely because it created major unseen and usu- 
ally undocumented changes in the psyches of black folks, 
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grounds who did not have access to public forums where we 
could announce and discuss these changes. Coming of age 
before black power, most black folks faced the implications 
of color caste either through devaluation or overvaluation. In 
other words to be born light meant that one was born with 
an advantage, recognized by everyone. To be born dark was 
to start life handicapped, with a serious disadvantage. At the 
onset of contemporary feminist movement I had only re- 
cently stopped living in a segregated black world and begun 
life in predominantly white settings. I remember countering 
white female insistence that when a child is newly born and 
coming out of the womb the first concern is to identify gen- 
der, whether male or female, by calling attention to the real- 
ity that the initial concern for most black parents is skin 
color—this concern being a direct reflection of the correla- 
tion between skin color and success. 

Militant black liberation struggle challenged this sensibil- 
ity. It made it possible for black people to have an ongoing 
public discourse about the detrimental impact of internalized 
racism as regards skin color and beauty standards. Darker- 
skinned blacks, who had historically borne the brunt of deval- 
uation based on color, were recognized as having been 
wronged by assaultive white supremacist aesthetic values. 
New beauty standards were set that sought to value and 
embrace the different complexions of blackness. Suddenly, 
the assumption that each individual black person, irrespective 
of sexual preference, would also seek a lighter partner was 
called into question. When our militant charismatic black 
male revolutionary leader Malcolm X chose to marry a 
darker-skinned woman, he set different standards. These 
changes had a profound impact on black family life. The 
needs of children who suffered various forms of discrimina- 
tion and were psychologically wounded in families and/or 
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public school systems because they were not the right color 
could be addressed. For example, parents of a dark-skinned 
child who when misbehaving at school would be called a 
devil or evil and unjustly punished now had recourse to ma- 
terial written by black psychologists and psychiatrists docu- 
menting the detrimental effects of the color-caste system. In 
all areas of black life the call to see black as beautiful was 
empowering. Large numbers of black women stopped chemi- 
cally straightening our hair since there was no longer any 
negative stigma attached to wearing one’s hair with its natural 
texture. Those folks who had often stood passively by while 
observing other black folks being mistreated on the basis of 
skin color felt for the first time that it was politically appro- 
priate to intervene. I remember when I and my siblings chal- 
lenged our grandmother, who could pass for white, about the 
disparaging comments she made about dark-skinned people, 
including her grandchildren. Even though we were in a small 
southern town, we were deeply affected by the call to end 
color-caste hierarchies. This process of decolonization cre- 
ated powerful changes in the lives of all black people in the 
United States. It meant that we could now militantly confront 
and change the devastating psychological consequences of 
internalized racism. 

Even when contemporary collective militant black struggle 
for self-determination began to wane, alternative ways of 
seeing blackness and defining beauty continued to flourish. 
These changes diminished as assimilation became the process 
by which black folks could successfully enter the mainstream. 
Once again the fate of black folks rested with white power. 
If a black person wanted a job and found it easier to get it 
if he or she did not wear a natural hairstyle etc. this was 
perceived by many to be a legitimate reason to change. And of 
course many black and white folks felt that the gains in civil 
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rights, racial integration, and the lifting of many long-standing 
racial taboos (for example, interracial relationships and the resis- 
tance to segregated housing ) meant that militant struggle was no 
longer needed. Since freedom for black folks had been defined 
as gaining the rights to enter mainstream society, to assume the 
values and/or economic standing of white privileged classes, it 
logically follows that it did not take long for interracial interac- 
tion in the areas of education and jobs to reinstitutionalize, in 
less overt ways, a system wherein individual black folks who 
were most like white folks in the way they looked, talked, 
dressed, etc., would find it easier to be socially mobile. To some 
extent the dangers of assimilation to white standards were ob- 
scured by the assumption that our ways of seeing blackness had 
been fundamentally changed. Aware black activists did not as- 
sume that we would ever return to social conditions where 
black folks would once again be grappling with issues of color. 
While leaders like Eldridge Cleaver, Malcolm X, Huey New- 
ton, and many others repeatedly made the issue of self-love 
central to black liberation struggle, once many rights were 
gained new activists did not continue the emphasis on decolo- 
nization. Many folks just assumed we had collectively resisted 
and altered color castes. 

Few black activists were vigilant enough to see that con- 
crete rewards for assimilation would undermine subversive 
oppositional ways of seeing blackness. Yet racial integration 
meant that many black folks were rejecting the ethic of com- 
munalism that had been a crucial survival strategy when ra- 
cial apartheid was the norm and were embracing liberal 
individualism. Being free was seen as having the right to 
satisfy individual desire without accountability to a collective 
body. Consequently, black folks could now feel that the way 
they wore their hair was not political but simply a matter of 
choice. Seeking to improve class mobility, to make it in the 


124 | KILLING RAGE 


white world, black folks began to backtrack and assume once 
again the attitudes and values of internalized racism. Some 
folks justified their decisions to compromise and assimilate 
white aesthetic standards by seeing it as simply “wearing the 
mask” to get over. This was best typified by those black 
females who wore straight “white looking” wigs to work cov- 
ering natural hairdos. Unfortunately, black acceptance of as- 
similation meant that a politics of representation affirming 
white beauty standards was being reestablished as the norm. 
Without an organized ongoing collective movement for 
black self-determination, militant conscious black critical 
thinkers and/or activists began to constitute a subculture. A 
revolutionary militant stance, one that seriously critiqued 
capitalism and imperialism, was no longer the message black 
masses internalized. Given these circumstances the radical- 
ization of a leader like Martin Luther King went unnoticed 
by most black folks; his passionate critiques of militarism and 
capitalism were not heard. He continues to be remembered 
primarily for those earlier stages of political work wherein 
he supported a bourgeois model of assimilation and social 
mobility. Those black activists who remained in the public 
eye did not continue a militant critique and interrogation of 
white standards of beauty. While radical activists like Angela 
Davis who had major public forums continued to wear natural 
hair and be individually black identified, they did not make 
continued decolonization of our minds and imaginations central 
to their political agendas. They did not continually call for a 
focus on black self-love, on ending internalized racism. 
Towards the end of the seventies, black folks were far less 
interested in calling attention to the perpetuation of racism 
and beauty standards. No one interrogated radical activists 
who began to straighten their hair, etc. It was assumed that 
internalized racial self-hatred was no longer and the way we 
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wore our hair was merely an expression of liberal individual- 
ism. Heterosexual black male leaders openly chose their part- 
ners and spouses using the standards of the color-caste 
system. During the most militant stages of black power 
movement they had never really stopped allowing racist no- 
tions of beauty to define female desirability even as they 
preached a message of self-love and an end to internalized 
racism. This hypocrisy also played a major role in creating a 
framework where color-caste systems could become once 
again the accepted norm. 

Resurgence of interest in black self-determination as well 
as growing overt white supremacy created a context in the 
eighties where attention could be given the issue of decoloni- 
zation, of internalized racism. Mass media carried stories 
about the fact that black children had low self-esteem, that 
they preferred white images over black ones, that black girls 
liked white dolls better than black ones. This news was all 
presented with awe and wonder as though everyone was un- 
aware that any political context could exist for the repudia- 
tion and devaluation of blackness. Yet the politics of racial 
assimilation had always operated as a form of backlash in- 
tended to undermine black self-determination. Not all black 
people closed our eyes to this reality. However, we did not 
have the access to mass media and public forums that would 
have made it possible for us to launch a sustained challenge 
to internalized racism. Most of us continued to fight against 
the internalization of white supremacist thinking on whatever 
fronts we found ourselves. As a professor I continually inter- 
rogate these issues in the classroom and as a writer in my 
books. 

Nowadays, in some circles it is fashionable to mock black 
power struggle and see it solely as a failed social movement. 
It is easy for folks to make light of the slogan “black is 
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beautiful.” Yet this contemporary mockery does not change the 
reality that the interrogation of internalized racism embedded 
in this slogan and the many concrete challenges that took place 
in all areas of black life did produce radical changes even 
though they were undermined by white supremacist backlash. 
Most folks refuse to see the intensity of this backlash and 
place responsibility on radical black activists for having too 
superficial an agenda. The primary justifiable critique we can 
make of militant black liberation struggle is its failure to 
institutionalize sustained strategies of critical resistance. Col- 
lectively and individually we must all assume accountability 
for the resurgence of color-caste hierarchies in black life. 

White supremacist capitalist patriarchal assaults on move- 
ments for black self-determination aimed at ending internal- 
ized racism were most effectively launched by mass media. 
Institutionalizing a politics of representation which ended 
years of racial segregation put black people on the screen 
even as the images produced were mirrored stereotypes. 
These representations undermined black self-determination. 
The affirmation of assimilation as well as racist white aes- 
thetic standards became one of the most effective ways to 
undermine efforts to transform internalized racism in the 
psyches of the black masses. When these racist stereotypical 
images were coupled with a concrete reality whereby assimi- 
lated black folks were the ones receiving greater material 
reward, the culture was ripe for a resurgence of color-caste 
hierarchy. 

Color-caste hierarchies embrace the issues of both skin 
color and hair texture. Since lighter-skinned black people 
often are genetically connected to intergenerational pairings 
of both white and black people, they tend to look more like 
whites. Females who were the offsprings of generations of 
interracial mixing are more likely to have long straight hair. 
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The exploitative and/or oppressive nature of color-caste sys- 
tems in white supremacist society has always had a gendered 
component. A mixture of racist and sexist thinking informs 
the way color-caste hierarchies detrimentally affect the lives 
of black females differently than they do black males. Light 
skin and long straight hair continue to be traits that define 
a female as beautiful and desirable in the racist white imagi- 
nation and in the colonized black mindset. Darker-skinned 
black females must work to develop positive body self-esteem 
in a society that continually devalues their image. To this day 
the image of black female bitchiness, evil temper, and treach- 
ery continues to be represented by someone with dark skin. 
Light-skinned women are never represented as Sapphires, 
only dark-skinned females occupy this devalued position. We 
see these images continually in mass media whether they be 
presented to us in television sitcoms (like the popular show 
Martin), on cop shows (the criminal “bad” black woman is 
usually dark), and in movies made by black and white direc- 
tors alike. Spike Lee graphically portrayed conflict over skin 
color in his film School Daze not via male characters but by 
staging a dramatic fight between light-skinned women and 
their darker counterparts. His film merely exploited the 
issue. It was not critically subversive or oppositional. And in 
many theaters black audiences loudly expressed their contin- 
ued investment in color-caste hierarchies by “dissing” darker- 
skinned female characters. 

Throughout the history of white supremacy in the United 
States, racist white men have regarded the bi-racial white 
and black female as a sexual ideal. Black men have taken 
their cues from white men in this regard. Stereotypically 
portrayed as embodying a passionate sensual eroticism as 
well as a subordinate feminine nature, the bi-racial—looking 
black woman as well as the bi-racial woman has been and 
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remains the standard other black females are measured 
against. Even when darker-skinned black women are given 
“play” in mass media, television, and movies their characters 
are usually subordinated to lighter-skinned females who are 
deemed more desirable. For a time films that portrayed the 
bi-racial-looking black woman as a “tragic mulatto” were 
passé but contemporary films like the powerful drama One 
False Move return this figure to center stage. Whereas the 
impact of militant black liberation struggle had once im- 
pressed upon white-dominated fashion magazines and black 
magazines to show diverse images of black female beauty, in 
more recent times it has been acceptable to simply highlight 
and valorize the image of the bi-racial-looking black woman 
and the bi-racial woman. Black women models like Naomi 
Campbell find that they have a greater crossover success if 
their images are altered by long straight wigs, weaves, or 
bonded hair so that they resemble the “wannabes’—folks 
who affirm the equation of whiteness with beauty by seeking 
to take on the characteristic look of whiteness. This terrain 
of “drag” wherein the distinctly black-looking female is made 
to appear in a constant struggle to transform herself to look 
like a white female is a space only a brown-skinned black 
woman can occupy. Bi-racial-looking black women and bi- 
racial women already occupy a distinctly different, more val- 
ued place within the beauty hierarchy. Once again as in the 
days of slavery and racial apartheid, white fascination with 
racial mixing determines the standard of valuation, especially 
when the issue is valuation of black female bodies. A world 
that can recognize the dark-skinned Michael Jordan as a sym- 
bol of black beauty scorns and devalues the beauty of Tracy 
Chapman. Black male pop icons, especially comedians, mock 
her looks. And while folks comment on the fact that light- 
skinned and/or bi-racial women have become the stars of 
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most movies that depict black folks, no one has organized 
public forums to talk about the way this mass media focus 
on color undermines our efforts to decolonize our minds and 
imaginations. Just as whites now privilege lighter skin in mov- 
ies and fashion magazines, particularly with female charac- 
ters, folks with darker skin face media that subordinate their 
image. Dark skin is stereotypically coded in the racist, sexist, 
and/or colonized imagination as masculine. Hence, a male’s 
power is enhanced by dark looks while a female’s dark looks 
diminish her femininity. Irrespective of people’s sexual pref- 
erences, the color-caste hierarchy functions to diminish the 
desirability of darker-skinned females. Being seen as desir- 
able does not simply affect one’s ability to attract partners, 
it enhances class mobility in public arenas—in educational 
systems and in the workforce. 

Fundamentally the tragic consequences of color-caste hi- 
erarchy are evident among the very young who are striving 
to construct positive identity and healthy self-esteem. Black 
parents testify that black children learn early to devalue 
dark skin. One black mother in an interracial marriage was 
shocked when her four-year-old girl expressed the desire 
that her mom be white like herself and her dad. She had 
already learned that white was better. She had already 
learned to negate the blackness in herself. Yet her black 
mother had been unaware that her daughter was internaliz- 
ing racist attitudes and values. In high schools all around 
the United States, darker-skinned black girls must resist the 
societal socialization that encourages them to see them- 
selves as ugly. They must resist this socialization in order 
to construct healthy self-esteem. Concurrently they must 
resist the efforts of peers to devalue and berate them. This 
is just one of the tragic implications of black reinvestment 
in color-caste hierarchies. Had there never been a shift in 
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color consciousness among black people, no one would have 
paid special attention to the reality that many black children 
seem to be having as much difficulty learning to love black- 
ness in this racially integrated time of multiculturalism as 
folks had during periods of intense racial apartheid. 

Kathe Sandler’s documentary film A Question of Color 
examines the way black liberation politics of the sixties chal- 
lenged color caste even as she shows recent images of activ- 
ists who returned to conventional racist-defined notions of 
beauty. This shift is most signaled by changes in hairstyles. 
Sandler’s film is an important intervention because it cre- 
ates a cultural context wherein serious discussion of color 
castes can once again become an integral part of public 
discourse. Unfortunately, Sandler does not offer suggestions 
and strategies for how we can deal with this problem now. 
Merely describing the problems of color caste is not an act 
of critical intervention. Change will come only as we know 
the ways these hierarchies create a crisis of consciousness 
that must be addressed politically if we are not to return 
to an old model of class and caste where those blacks who 
are most privileged will be light skinned and/or bi-racial 
and act as mediators between the white world and a disen- 
franchised disadvantaged mass of black folks with dark skin. 
Right now there is a new wave of young well-educated bi- 
racial folks who identify as black and who benefit from this 
identification socially as well as when they enter the work- 
force. Although they realize the implicit racism at work 
when they are valued more by whites than darker-skinned 
blacks, the ethic of opportunistic liberal individualism sanc- 
tions this complicity. Ironically, they may be among those 
who critique color caste even as they accept the “perks” 
that come from the culture’s reinvestment in color-caste 
hierarchies. 
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Until black folks begin to collectively critique and ques- 
tion the politics of representation that systematically de- 
value blackness, the devastating effects of color caste will 
continue to inflict psychological damage on masses of black 
folks. To intervene and transform those politics of represen- 
tation informed by colonialism, imperialism, and white su- 
premacy we have to be willing to challenge the effort of 
mainstream culture to erase racism by suggesting it does not 
really exist. Recognizing the power of mass media images to 
define social reality we need lobbyists in the governments, 
organized groups who sponsor boycotts, etc., to create 
awareness of these concerns and to demand change. Pro- 
gressive non-black allies in struggle must join the effort to 
call attention to internalized racism. Everyone must break 
through the wall of denial that would have us believe hatred 
of blackness emerges from troubled individual psyches and 
acknowledge that it is systematically taught through pro- 
cesses of socialization in white supremacist society. That 
black folks who have internalized white supremacist atti- 
tudes and values are as much agents of this socialization as 
their racist non-black counterparts. Progressive black lead- 
ers and/or critical thinkers who are committed to a politics 
of cultural transformation that would constructively change 
the lot of the black underclass, and thus positively impact 
the culture as a whole, need to make decolonizing our 
minds and imaginations central when we educate for critical 
consciousness. Learning from the past, we need to remain 
critically vigilant, willing to interrogate our work as well as 
our habits of being to ensure that we are not perpetuating 
internalized racism. Currently, more conservative black po- 
litical agendas, like the Nation of Islam and certain strands 
of Afrocentrism, are the only groups who make self-love 
central as a strategy to capture the imagination of the masses. 
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Revolutionary struggle for black self-determination must be- 
come a real political movement in our lives if we want to 
counter conservative thinking and offer life-affirming prac- 
tices to masses of black folks who are daily wounded by 
white supremacist assaults. Those wounds will not heal if 
left unattended. 


HEALING OUR WOUNDS 


LIBERATORY MENTAL HEALTH CARE 


{ | nwilling to embrace a psychology of victimhood for 

fear that black life in the United States would be 
forever seen as pathological, nineteenth- and early-twentieth- 
century black critical thinkers and/or activists chose to em- 
brace a psychology of triumph. They emphasized the myriad 
ways black folks managed to survive with grace, elegance, 
and beauty despite the harsh brutality of living in a white 
supremacist nation. Passionately devoted to the political goal 
of racial uplift, they highlighted the achievements of excep- 
tional individuals. They cited their lives and work as evidence 
that we were not only equal to white people but perhaps 
superior because so many of us managed to start from noth- 
ing and invent powerful creative selves. They did not talk 
about the psychological casualties. Such thinking must have 
inspired W. E. B. Du Bois to declare: 


If in America it is to be proven for the first time in 
modern history that not only are Negroes capable of 
evolving great figures like Frederick Douglass but are a 
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nation stored with wonderful possibilities of culture then 
their destiny is not a servile imitation of Anglo Saxon 
culture but a stalwart originality which shall unswervingly 
follow Negro ideals. That is to say that Negro ideals 
would be retained and assured by the group through the 
development of Negro genius, of Negro literature and 
art and of Negro spirit. 


When early-twentieth-century scholars tried to develop a dis- 
course about black life that attempted to construct paradigms 
which suggested that all black experience could be under- 
stood by a pathological reading, this line of thinking was 
countered by black folks. 

Emphasis on racial uplift, though crucial to efforts to inter- 
vene on and challenge white supremacy, nevertheless created 
a culture of shame wherein any aspect of black life that could 
be seen as evidence of mental disorder, of pathology, had to 
be hidden or viewed as utterly aberrant. It is this untalked- 
about culture of shame that has made it practically impossi- 
ble for African Americans to acknowledge the ways in which 
living in a white supremacist society and being the constant 
targets of racist assault and abuse are fundamentally psycho- 
logically traumatic. For black folks to acknowledge that we 
are collectively wounded by racial trauma would require sev- 
ering our attachment to an unproblematized tradition of ra- 
cial uplift where that trauma had been minimized in the 
effort to prove that we were not collectively dehumanized 
by racist oppression and exploitation. This desperate need to 
“prove” to white folks that racism had not really managed to 
wreak ongoing psychological havoc in our lives was and is a 
manifestation of trauma, an overreactive response. It was this 
type of psychological response to white supremacy as a 
weapon of domestic cultural colonization that Frantz Fanon, 
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a black psychiatrist from Martinique, had described in The 
Wretched of the Earth as a situation of depersonalization 
where “colonized people find that they are reduced to a body 
of individuals who only find cohesion when in the presence 
of the colonizing nation.” To break with a colonizing mental- 
ity, black folks must acknowledge the need for racial uplift 
via cultural production and the development of black genius 
even as we also engage a politics of resistance that can ad- 
dress the psychological trauma we experience, both in the 
past and in the present, as we struggle to create self and 
identity within white supremacist society. 

While contemporary young black folks eschew identifica- 
tion with the movement for racial uplift, they seek to replace 
a narrative of triumph that denies adversity with a narrative 
of pleasure and cool, as in “we are too busy having fun 
inventing our funky black selves to be in pain and we cer- 
tainly never feel self-hatred.” In public discourse, black 
woman journalist Lisa Jones celebrates this perspective in 
her collection of essays Bulletproof Diva: Tales of Race, Sex, 
and Hair wherein she pokes fun at me and other black criti- 
cal thinkers who want to call public attention to self-hatred 
engendered by internalized racism in an essay mockingly ti- 
tled “Make Self-Love.” Jones flippantly declares that “there 
is a body of evidence that speaks to our subjugation and one 
that speaks to our triumph ... it’s your choice which cloak 
you wear.” Unable to break with the very binary choices I 
have been critiquing, she, like many other folks, is unable to 
see that we can claim our triumph and our pain without 
shame. Younger generations of black folks long to highlight 
pleasure as a way of masking, suppressing any acknowledg- 
ment of pain. Clearly, we must make a critical distinction 
between black pleasure and black agency. At times when we 
have had no agency, no real control over even the most basic 
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aspects of our lives (i.e., control over our bodily functions) 
we have still known pleasure. 

It is not surprising that the individuals who most want to 
highlight pleasure are educationally privileged young black 
thinkers who can border-cross as much as they like, move in 
and out of blackness when it feels good and pays well, that 
are the most eager to deny the existence of black self-hatred 
or even profound debilitating life-threatening psychological 
pain. They pitch their discourse of black pleasure to an audi- 
ence of white consumers who are more than eager to tune 
out any expressions of black pain. Many of the privileged 
black folks who are the most uncomfortable with the use of 
a term like “self-hatred” were the very children who were 
raised in settings where they longed to self-erase and be 
white. If that is not a destructive, potentially hateful gesture, 
what is? Of course once it became cool to be black their 
problems were solved, or so it seemed. However, they were 
often not claiming blackness as a gesture of self-love but 
rather as a way of saying to envious whites “now the tables 
are turned—you long to be black but I am black.” Note that 
the fixation here is still on how white people see us and not 
on how we see ourselves—in other words black identity as 
performance art. I have no attachment to the term “self- 
hatred” but when black folks use it to express their pain, I 
have no need to silence them by stopping the discussion to 
talk about semantics. Finally, the words we use mean nothing 
if we are not creating a cultural context where black pain 
can speak and be directly attended to without being served 
up as tasty melodrama for those who desire only to “eat 
the other.” This voyeuristic cannibalism is enacted by black 
consumers as well, who are pleasured by glamorized repre- 
sentations of genocidal black self-destructiveness. 

Contrary to Jones’s insistence that we need to expend en- 
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ergy challenging “the notion that there are masses of folks 
out there hating themselves,” the need to create a context 
where our pain can be reclaimed from a voyeuristic ethno- 
graphic note-taking that turns it into spectacle by either 
mocking, trivializing, or sentimentalizing it is urgent. More 
important than anyone’s witty insistence that if they “don’t 
think black folks hate themselves,” such feelings must not 
exist. It is striking that the will to denial so often comes from 
those who have the greatest access to structures of healing, 
so that whatever wounds may have existed in their lives can 
have been attended to. Unfortunately, if those of us who are 
culturally privileged, who have the advantage of knowing lots 
of black folks who are not mired in self-hate, use that privi- 
lege to erase and diminish the many black folks, often among 
the underclass and poor, who give testimony to self-hatred 
engendered by internalized racism, we are simply enacting a 
more sophisticated form of cultural imperialism. In other 
words, we are acting as though as a privileged black elite 
you can take what you want from black culture; the cool that 
you need to enhance your shit can be appropriated like any 
other resource and you can leave the rest. It is this class- 
based cultural neo-colonialism that acts to censor and silence 
any effort on the part of black folks to name our pain, what- 
ever its source, and to heal our wounds. 

Collective failure to address adequately the psychic 
wounds inflicted by racist aggression is the breeding ground 
for a psychology of victimhood wherein learned helplessness, 
uncontrollable rage, and/or feelings of overwhelming power- 
lessness and despair abound in the psyches of black folks yet 
are not attended to in ways that empower and promote whol- 
istic states of well-being. Until African Americans, and every- 
one else in the United States, are able to acknowledge the 
psychic trauma inflicted upon black folks by racist aggression 
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and assault, there will be no collective cultural understanding 
of the reality that these wrongs cannot be redressed simply 
by programs for economic reparation, equal opportunity in 
the workforce, or attempts to create social equality between 
the races. Like all mental health disorders, the wounded 
African-American psyche must be attended to within the 
framework of programs for mental health care that link psy- 
chological recovery with progressive political awareness of 
the way in which institutionalized systems of domination as- 
sault, damage, and maim. Such programs will never emerge 
as long as African Americans rely on existing structures 
within education and mental health care to address these 
concerns. 

Within institutions shaped by white supremacist capitalist 
patriarchal biases, there is little hope that individuals who 
are interested in developing psychological theories and prac- 
tices that address the dilemmas facing African Americans will 
find support. When this reality is linked to a culture of shame 
within diverse black communities that silences attempts by 
black folks to name our woundedness, a climate of repression 
and suppression prevails. In more recent years this culture 
of shame, and the psychological policing that it promotes, 
has been most challenged by the writings of black women. 
The breaking of this collective silence has its most sustained 
expression in the work of black women writers, particularly 
fiction writers. Works like Alice Walkers The Color Purple 
and Toni Morrison’s first novel, The Bluest Eye (published 
before Walker’s book), as well as the more widely acclaimed 
Beloved, all address issues of psychic trauma. Significantly, 
many of the works by contemporary black women writers 
began to overtly address psychological trauma in the wake 
of contemporary feminist movement sanctioning the disclo- 
sure of private matters and secrets in public space. Feminist 
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activists called attention to the way in which the separation 
of public and private was necessary for the maintenance of 
institutionalized patriarchal domination which condones ex- 
ploitation and oppression of women, particularly when it hap- 
pens in domestic space. Feminist focus on reproductive 
rights, domestic violence, rape, and child abuse, particularly 
incest, as well as on patterns of domination in sexual and 
intimate relations, intervened in the cultural silence that had 
once deemed these topics taboo. Contemporary black women 
writers were able to enter that space and create a literature 
addressing subjects that to some extent were still taboo in 
writing deemed specifically about race. 

Unlike contemporary writing by white women of this time, 
which did not highlight issues of race, the work of black 
women writers necessarily evoked the interconnectedness of 
race, gender, and class. Classic works of American fiction by 
black women writers were rediscovered. Suddenly folks who 
had not previously read them recognized that throughout the 
history of our writing, black females have addressed trauma. 
Indeed, it was Ann Petry’s heroine Lutie in the forties novel 
The Street who articulated that most black folks were holding 
an anger at racism so intense it constantly threatened to 
implode, to destroy us from the inside out. Speaking of the 
collective trauma black folks experience Lutie declares: “Ev- 
eryday we are choking down that rage.” The focus on psycho- 
logical trauma in contemporary black women’s fiction was so 
attentive to issues of gender that the interrelatedness of race 
and gender might have been overlooked had negative public 
response to this work not generated ongoing discussion and 
debate. Concurrently, in nonfiction writing by black women 
engaged in feminist thinking (particularly the work of writers 
like Audre Lorde, Toni Bambara, Barbara Smith, Michele 
Wallace, myself, and many others), there was a consistent 
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demand for an interrogation of our personal histories that 
would allow for the breaking of silences, the revelation of 
our woundedness and strategies for healing. Unfortunately, 
this call to break silences was not welcomed by many black 
folks or mainstream culture. It did not serve as the catalyst 
for the production of a substantial body of critical work that 
would examine black folks’ construction of self and identity 
in relation to the politics of white supremacy in daily life. 
While our words and writings have been listened to and 
affirmed by black and non-black audiences when we speak 
_about gender, either directly or indirectly to the trauma of 
male domination, when the issue is race there is still a ten- 
dency to defer to the words and writings of black men. Con- 
currently, black male thinkers have shown and continue to 
show greater reluctance to articulate and confront issues of 
psychological pain. 

Collectively, the black male response both to feminist 
thinking and practice and to the focus on individual trauma 
was generally negative. While large numbers of black women 
were engaging ourselves in recovery movements and seeking 
various forms of therapy and self-help, in general black males 
were not eager to embrace an analysis of the impact of white 
supremacy on our lives that included a recognition of both 
psychic trauma and the need for psychological recovery. The 
group of black males who were most responsive to this focus 
were black gay men. As individuals, they were more willing 
to take a critical look at childhood and family relations, ac- 
knowledging destructive habits formed there that could be 
traced to the internalization of white supremacist attitudes 
and values. Powerful contemporary straight black male lead- 
ers and/or critical thinkers, whether activists or scholars, have 
not raised the issue of mental health even though those is- 
sues had been raised by their peers in the sixties. Even 
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though their work was Eurocentric, patriarchal, and mired 
in the rhetoric of neo-colonialism, black male psychiatrists 
Grier and Cobbs with their popular work Black Rage pub- 
lished at the peak of black power movement presented analy- 
sis of the impact of racist exploitation and oppression on the 
black psyche rooted in psychoanalytical concerns. No doubt 
patriarchal black male fear that breaking the silences and 
making public the psychic pain of black folks would render 
us vulnerable to attack prevented such work from gathering 
momentum. Sadly, by now there should be an incredible 
body of psychoanalytical and psychological material, written 
from a progressive standpoint, about black mental health that 
looks at the connection between concrete victimization and 
mental disorders, yet this work does not exist. 

No matter how many million Americans, of all races, fall 
in love with the novels of Alice Walker or Toni Morrison 
and identify with the psychological havoc wreaked in the lives 
of the characters, there is still a collective cultural refusal to 
assume any accountability for the psychological wounding of 
black people that continues into the present day. The success 
of a novel like Beloved is tied to the fact that it highlights 
the trauma of slavery and Reconstruction. Slavery has come 
to be recognized as a holocaust experience. Even though 
books like Beloved, along with works by black male novelists 
like David Bradley's The Chaneysville Incident, call attention 
to the trauma of slavery and its aftermath, readers are not 
compelled to relate that understanding to concrete contem- 
porary circumstances. Indeed, for some readers the focus 
on slavery deflects attention away from current situations of 
racialized trauma or allows them to trivialize contemporary 
pain. Concurrently, much of the contemporary nonfiction 
writing by black scholars, particularly males, downplays the 
significance of trauma in order to emphasize triumph over 
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adversity. When Elaine Brown published A Taste of Power, 
her autobiographical account of activism in the black power 
movement, she documented a world where progressive polit- 
ical visions of resisting white supremacy and promoting black 
self-determination were rarely linked to a concern for mature 
psychological development. Her story, like that of many oth- 
ers, paints a portrait of radical political agendas undermined 
by individuals who were sometimes trapped by intense psy- 
chological disorders that distorted their vision and judgment. 
Revolutionary mental health care was not on the militant 
agenda. 

Currently, conventional mental health care professionals 
who attend to the needs of black folks often reject any analy- 
sis that takes into account a political understanding of our 
personal pain. This may be true of black mental health care 
workers as well as everyone else. While there is a growing 
body of self-help literature that is addressed specifically to 
black folks, it does not connect political injustice with psy- 
chological pain. For example, even though there are many 
self-help books for black folks that look at the issue of low 
self-esteem, expressed in the extreme by self-hatred, some- 
times overtly relating it to internalized racism, such works 
rarely talk about a healing process that would include radical 
politicization and social activism. When I wrote Sisters of 
the Yam: Black Women and Self-Recovery the intent was to 
highlight the connections among psychological trauma, men- 
tal disorders, and the madness of forming self and identity 
in white supremacist capitalist patriarchy. While I wanted to 
emphasize the importance of individual work for self- 
recovery, I also wanted to link that work to progressive action 
for political change. 

The resurgence of deeply rooted internalized racism, most 
overtly manifested in contemporary black life by skin-color 
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politics, is just one indication of our collective failure to heal 
psychological wounds. In Sisters of the Yam I raise questions 
about negative habits of being that may have emerged as 
forms of political resistance and/or in the days of extreme 
racial apartheid and question whether these survival strate- 
gies are useful in our contemporary situation or whether they 
actually promote mental illness. For example, dissimulation— 
the practice of taking on any appearance needed to manipu- 
late a situation—is a form of masking that black folks have 
historically used to survive in white supremacist settings. As 
a social practice it promoted duplicity, the wearing of masks, 
hiding true feelings and intent. While this may have been 
useful in daily relations with all-powerful white exploiters and 
oppressors during a situation of extreme racial apartheid 
when our lives were constantly at risk, as a paradigm for 
social relations it has undermined bonds of love and intimacy 
by encouraging the overvaluation of duplicity, lying, masking, 
etc. Until progressive black critical thinkers, especially those 
who specialize in mental health care, distinguish between 
habits of survival used to withstand racist assault that are no 
longer useful and those that were and remain constructive, 
there can be no collective development of resistance strate- 
gies that outline concrete ways to create healthy minds. By 
not addressing our psychological wounds, by covering them, 
we create the breeding ground for pervasive learned help- 
lessness and powerlessness. This lack of agency nurtures 
compulsive addictive behavior and promotes addiction. 
Rarely do discussions of drug, alcohol, and food addiction in 
black life link these problems to any desire to escape from 
psychological pain that is the direct consequence of racist 
assault and/or our inability to cope effectively with that as- 
sault. Yet if this reality is not considered then the root causes 
of genocidal addiction may remain unaddressed. 
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Similarly, young black children would not be emotionally 
crippled by psychological problems that emerge from low 
self-esteem, caused by the internalization of racist thinking, 
if African Americans had institutionalized progressive mental 
health care agendas that would address these issues so that 
they would not be passed from generation to generation. The 
reenactment of unresolved trauma happens again and again 
if it is not addressed. Psychological woundedness prevents 
African Americans from engaging in movements for libera- 
tion and self-determination that would enhance the quality 
of our lives as well as our interactions with non-black people. 
Only as African Americans break with the culture of shame 
that has demanded that we be silent about our pain will we 
be able to engage wholistic strategies for healing that will 
break this cycle. 

Without surrendering the meaningful legacy of triumph 
over adversity that has been such a dynamic aspect of black 
experience in the United States, we must always make a 
place for the acknowledgment of unresolved, recurring psy- 
chological pain. Despite the incredible changes in the struc- 
ture of racism in this country, we still live within a white 
supremacist capitalist patriarchal society that must attack and 
assault the psyches of black people (and other people of 
color) to perpetuate and maintain itself. And we still suffer. 
When African Americans begin to collectively name and con- 
front this suffering in ways that are constructively healing, 
we will be better able to share our reality with those allies 
in struggle who are not black but are equally committed to 
transforming this society, to ending racist domination. Rela- 
tionships between blacks and whites, Asians, Native Ameri- 
cans, etc. will not undergo the positive change that is needed 
to establish solidarity and meaningful coalition unless we 
build collective awareness and engagement with strategies for 
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empowerment that enable us all to break with a colonizing 
mentality that promotes mental illness. None of us can create 
successful revolutionary movements for social change if we 
begin from the standpoint of woundedness. As African 
Americans make mental health care a more central aspect of 
our efforts to resist white supremacy and transform society 
in ways that promote black self-determination, we will re- 
place the culture of shame with an ongoing culture of resis- 
tance. Addressing our individual and collective suffering, we 
will find ways to heal and recover that can be sustained, that 
can endure from generation to generation. 


LOVING BLACKNESS AS 
POLITICAL RESISTANCE 


We have to change our own mind.... Weve got to change our own 
minds about each other. We have to see each other with new eyes. We 
have to come together with warmth. ... 


——MALCOLM X 


he course I teach on black women writers is a consis- 

tent favorite among students. The last semester that 
I taught this course we had the usual passionate discussion 
of Nella Larsen’s novel Passing. When I suggested to the 
class that Clare, the black woman who has passed for white 
all her adult life and marries a wealthy white businessman 
with whom she has a child, is the only character in the novel 
who truly desires “blackness” and that it is this desire that 
leads to her murder, no one responded. Clare boldly declares 
that she would rather live for the rest of her life as a poor 
black woman in Harlem than as a rich white matron down- 
town. I asked the class to consider the possibility that to love 
blackness is dangerous in a white supremacist culture—so 
threatening, so serious a breach in the fabric of the social 
order, that death is the punishment. It became painfully ob- 
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vious by the lack of response that this group of diverse stu- 
dents (many of them black people) were more interested in 
discussing the desire of black folks to be white, indeed were 
fixated on this issue. So much so that they could not even 
take seriously a critical discussion about “loving blackness.” 

They wanted to talk about black self-hatred, to hear one 
another confess (especially students of color) in eloquent 
narratives about the myriad ways they had tried to attain 
whiteness, if only symbolically. They gave graphic details 
about the ways they attempted to appear “white” by talk- 
ing a certain way, wearing certain clothing, and even 
choosing specific groups of white friends. Blond white stu- 
dents seized the opportunity to testify that they had never 
realized racism had this impact upon the psyches of people 
of color until they started hanging out with black friends, 
taking courses in black studies, or reading Toni Morrison’s 
The Bluest Eye. And better yet, they never realized there 
was such a thing as “white privilege” until they developed 
non-white connections. 

I left this class of more than forty students, most of whom 
see themselves as radical and progressive, feeling as though I 
had witnessed a ritualistic demonstration of the impact white 
supremacy has on our collective psyches, shaping the nature 
of everyday life, how we talk, walk, eat, dream, and look at 
one another. The most frightening aspect of this ritual was 
the extent to which their fascination with the topic of black 
self-hatred was so intense that it silenced any constructive 
discussion about loving blackness. Most folks in this society 
do not want to openly admit that “blackness” as sign primar- 
ily evokes in the public imagination of whites (and all the 
other groups who learn that one of the quickest ways to 
demonstrate one’s kinship within a white supremacist order 
is by sharing racist assumptions) hatred and fear. In a white 
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supremacist context “loving blackness” is rarely a political 
stance that is reflected in everyday life. When present it is 
deemed suspect, dangerous, and threatening. 

The oppositional black culture that emerged in the context 
of apartheid and segregation has been one of the few loca- 
tions that has provided a space for the kind of decolonization 
that makes loving blackness possible. Racial integration in a 
social context where white supremacist systems are intact 
undermines marginal spaces of resistance by promoting the 
assumption that social equality can be attained without 
changes in the culture’s attitudes about blackness and black 
people. Black progressives suffered major disillusionment 
with white progressives when our experiences of working 
with them revealed that they could want to be with us (even 
to be our sexual partners) without divesting of white suprem- 
acist thinking about blackness. We saw that they were often 
unable to let go the idea that whites are somehow better, 
smarter, more likely to be intellectuals, and even that they 
were kinder than black folks. Decolonized progressive black 
individuals are daily amazed by the extent to which masses 
of black people (all of whom would identify themselves as 
anti-racist) hold to white supremacist ways of thinking, 
allowing this perspective to determine how they see them- 
selves and other black people. Many black folks see us as 
“Jacking,” as inferior when compared to whites. The paucity 
of scholarly work looking at the issue of black self-hatred, 
examining the ways in which the colonization and exploita- 
tion of black people is reinforced by internalized racial hatred 
via white supremacist thinking, is awesome. Few black schol- 
ars have explored extensively black obsession with whiteness. 

Black theologian James Cone has been one of the few 
insurgent black intellectuals who has consistently called for 
critical interrogation of “whiteness” while simultaneously 
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problematizing constructions of white identity within white 
supremacist culture. In his early work A Black Theology of 
Liberation, Cone urges folks to understand blackness as an 
“ontological symbol” that is the quintessential signifier of 
what oppression means in the United States. Cone calls upon 
whites, blacks, and all other non-black groups to stand against 
white supremacy by choosing to value, indeed to love, black- 
ness. Boldly stating his case, Cone suggests: 


Most whites, some despite involvements in protests, do 
believe in “freedom in democracy,” and they fight to 
make the ideals of the Constitution an empirical reality 
for all. It seems that they believe that, if we just work 
hard enough at it, this country can be what it ought to 
be. But it never dawns on these do-gooders that what is 
wrong with America is not its failure to make the Consti- 
tution a reality for all, but rather its belief that persons 
can affirm whiteness and humanity at the same time. 
This country was founded for whites and everything that 
has happened in it has emerged from the white perspec- 
tive.... What we need is the destruction of whiteness, 
which is the source of human misery in the world. 


Not surprisingly, many of Cone’s readers were disturbed by 
his evocation of a binary approach. At first glance it can 
appear to be a mere reversal of white racist paradigms. 
Blackness in much of his early work is identified with that 
which is good, righteous, positive and whiteness with all that 
is bad, negative, sinful. 

Cone wanted to critically awaken and educate readers so 
that they would not only break through denial and acknowl- 
edge the evils of white supremacy, the grave injustices of 
racist domination, but be so moved that they would righ- 
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teously and militantly engage in anti-racist struggle. Encour- 
aging readers to break with white supremacy as an 
epistemological standpoint by which they come to know the 
world, he insisted that “whiteness” as a sign be interrogated. 
He wanted the public to learn how to distinguish that racism 
which is about overt prejudice and domination from more 
subtle forms of white supremacy. In his early work, he fre- 
quently chose a rhetoric that would “shock” so as to force- 
fully impress on the reader’s consciousness the seriousness 
of the issues. Unfortunately, many readers were turned off 
by his rhetorical stance, his emphasis on binary opposition, 
and could not hear the wisdom in his call for a critique of 
whiteness. By focusing on his personal style, many readers 
willingly allowed themselves to dismiss and/or ignore the ex- 
tent to which (all polemical rhetoric aside) his discourse on 
whiteness was a necessary critical intervention, calling for 
ongoing interrogation of conventional ways of thinking about 
race or about strategies to eradicate racism. 

Cone was suggesting the kind of shift in positionality that 
has become a crucial and widely accepted tenet of anti-racist 
struggle advocated in much recent critical work on the subject 
of race, especially the work that emerges from feminist theory, 
cultural studies, and postcolonial discourse. Whether they are 
able to enact it as a lived practice or not, many white folks active 
in anti-racist struggle today are able to acknowledge that all 
whites (as well as everyone else within white supremacist cul- 
ture) have learned to overvalue “whiteness” even as they simul- 
taneously learn to devalue blackness. They understand the 
need, at least intellectually, to alter their thinking. Central to 
this process of unlearning white supremacist attitudes and val- 
ues is the deconstruction of the category “whiteness.” 

It is much more acceptable nowadays, and even fashion- 
able, to call for an interrogation of the meaning and signifi- 
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cance of “whiteness” in contemporary critical discussions of 
race. While Cone’s analysis was sometimes limited by a dis- 
course that invested in binary oppositions (refusing to cut 
white folks any slack), the significant critical intervention that 
he made was the insistence that the logic of white supremacy 
would be radically undermined if everyone would learn to 
identify with and love blackness. Cone was not evoking the 
notion of racial erasure—that is, the sentimental idea (often 
voiced by religious folks) that racism would cease to exist if 
everyone would just forget about race and just see each other 
as human beings who are the same. Instead he insisted that 
the politics of racial domination have necessarily created a 
black reality that is distinctly different from that of whites, 
and from that location has emerged a distinct black culture. 
His prophetic call was for whites to learn how to identify 
with that difference—to see it as a basis for solidarity. 

This message can be heard in current feminist writing on 
race. Moving away from the notion that an emphasis on 
sameness is the key to racial harmony, aware feminist activ- 
ists have insisted that anti-racist struggle is best advanced by 
theory that speaks about the importance of acknowledging 
the way positive recognition and acceptance of difference 
is a necessary starting point as we work to eradicate white 
supremacy. Critically discussing Richard Rorty’s book Con- 
tingency, Irony and Solidarity, philosopher Ron Scaap, in his 
essay “Rorty: Voice and the Politics of Empathy,” makes the 
point that liberals often give lip service to a vision of diversity 
and plurality while clinging to notions of sameness where we 
are all one, where (to use Michael Jackson’s lyrics) “it doesn’t 
matter if you're black or white.” Scaap suggests, 


Liberals may pride themselves in their ability to tolerate 
others but it is only after the other has been redescribed 
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as oneself that the liberal is able to be “sensitive” to the 
question of cruelty and humiliation. This act of rede- 
scription is still an attempt to appropriate others, only 
here it is made to sound as if it were a generous act. It 
is an attempt to make an act of consumption appear to 
be an act of acknowledgment. 


Many unlearning racism workshops focus on helping white 
individuals to see that they too are wounded by racism and 
as a consequence have something to gain from participating 
in anti-racist struggle. While in some ways true, a construc- 
tion of political solidarity that is rooted in a narrative of 
shared victimization not only acts to recenter whites, it risks 
obscuring the particular ways racist domination impacts on 
the lives of marginalized groups. Implicit in the assumption 
that even those who are privileged via racist hierarchy suffer 
is the notion that it is only when those in power get in 
touch with how they too are victimized will they rebel against 
structures of domination. The truth is that many folks benefit 
greatly from dominating others and are not suffering a 
wound that it is in any way similar to the condition of the 
exploited and oppressed. 

Anti-racist work that tries to get these individuals to see 
themselves as “victimized” by racism in the hopes that this 
will act as an intervention is a misguided strategy. And in- 
deed we must be willing to acknowledge that individuals of 
great privilege who are in no way victimized are capable, via 
their political choices, of working on behalf of the oppressed. 
Such solidarity does not need to be rooted in shared experi- 
ence. It can be based on one’s political and ethical under- 
standing of racism and one’s rejection of domination. 
Therefore we can see the necessity for the kind of education 
for critical consciousness that can enable those with power 
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and privilege rooted in structures of domination to divest 
without having to see themselves as victims. Such thinking 
does not have to negate collective awareness that a culture 
of domination does seek to fundamentally distort and pervert 
the psyches of all citizens or that this perversion is wounding. 

In his work, Cone acknowledges that racism harms whites 
yet he emphasizes the need to recognize the difference be- 
tween the hurt oppressors feel and the pain of the oppressed. 
He suggests: 


The basic error of white comments about their own op- 
pression is the assumption that they know the nature of 
their enslavement. This cannot be so, because if they 
really knew, they would liberate themselves by joining 
the revolution of the black community. They would de- 
stroy themselves and be born again as beautiful black 
persons. 


Since it is obvious that white folks cannot choose at will to 
become “black,” that utopian longing must be distinguished 
from a solidarity with blackness that in rooted in actions 
wherein one ceases to identify with whiteness as symbol of 
victimization and powerlessness. 

Recently, I gave a talk highlighting ways contemporary 
commodification of black culture by whites in no way chal- 
lenges white supremacy when it takes the form of making 
blackness the “spice that can liven up the dull dish that is 
mainstream white culture.” At the end of the talk a white 
woman who sounded very earnest asked me: “Don’t you 
think we are all raised in a culture that is racist and we are 
all taught to be racist whether we want to be or not?” Note 
that she constructs a social framework of sameness, a homo- 
geneity of experience. My response was to say that all white 
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people (and everyone else in this society) can choose to be 
actively anti-racist twenty-four hours a day if they so desire 
and none of us is a passive victim of socialization. Elaborating 
on this point, I shared how I was weary of the way in which 
white people want to deflect attention away from their ac- 
countability for anti-racist change by making it seem that 
everyone has been socialized to be racist against their will. 
My fear is that this often becomes another apology for rac- 
ism, one which seeks to erase a vision of accountability and 
responsibility which could truly empower. It was apparent 
that the white woman who asked the question was dissatisfied 
with my response. When I suggested that she was less inter- 
ested in what I had to say and perhaps had her own agenda, 
she stated that the point she really wanted to make was that 
“blacks are just as racist as whites—that we are all racists.” 
When I critically interrogated this statement, explaining the 
difference between prejudicial feelings (which blacks and 
whites alike harbor towards one another as well as other 
groups) and institutionalized white supremacist domination, 
she promptly left. 

A vision of cultural homogeneity that seeks to deflect at- 
tention away from or even excuse the oppressive, dehumaniz- 
ing impact of white supremacy on the lives of black people 
by suggesting black people are racist too indicates that the 
culture remains ignorant of what racism really is and how 
it works. It shows that people are in denial. Why is it so 
difficult for many white folks to understand that racism is 
oppressive not because white folks have prejudicial feelings 
about blacks (they could have such feelings and leave us 
alone) but because it is a system that promotes domination 
and subjugation? The prejudicial feelings some blacks may 
express about whites are in no way linked to a system of 
domination that affords us any power to coercively control 
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the lives and well-being of white folks. That needs to be 
understood. 

Concurrently, all social manifestations of black separatism 
are often seen by whites as a sign of anti-white racism, when 
they usually represent an attempt by black people to con- 
struct places of political sanctuary where we can escape, if 
only for a time, white domination. The ideas of conservative 
black thinkers who buy into the notion that blacks are racist 
are often evoked by whites who see them as native infor- 
mants confirming this as fact. Shelby Steele is a fine example 
of this tendency. I believe that his essays were the most 
Xeroxed pieces of writing by white folks in the academy who 
wanted to share with black colleagues that they have been 
right all along when they suggested that black folks were 
racist. Steele suggests that any time black people choose to 
congregate solely with one another we are either supporting 
racial separatism because of deeply ingrained feelings of infe- 
riority or a refusal to see racial differences as unimportant 
(i.e., to accept the notion that we are all the same). Com- 
menting on the issue of self-segregation in The Content of 
Our Character, he declares: “There is a geopolitics involved 
in this activity, where race is tied to territory in a way that 
mimics the whites only/colored only designations of the past.” 
At no point in his analysis does Steele suggest that blacks 
might want to be away from whites to have a space where 
we will not be the object of racist assaults. 

Every aware black person who has been the “only” in an 
all-white setting knows that in such a position we are often 
called upon to lend an ear to racist narratives, to laugh at 
corny race jokes, to undergo various forms of racist harass- 
ment. And that self-segregation seems to be particularly in- 
tense among those black college students who were often 
raised in material privilege in predominantly white settings 
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where they were socialized to believe racism did not exist, 
that we are all “just human beings,” and then suddenly leave 
home and enter institutions and experience racist attacks. To 
a great extent they are unprepared to confront and challenge 
white racism, and often seek the comfort of just being with 
other blacks. 

Steele’s refusal to acknowledge this pain—this way that 
white supremacy manifests itself in daily social interaction— 
makes it appear that black individuals simply do not like 
socializing with whites. The reality is that many black people 
fear they will be hurt if they let down their guard, that they 
will be the targets of racist assault since most white people 
have not unlearned racism. In classroom settings, I hear so 
many narratives of black students who accepted the notion 
that racism did not exist, who felt there was nothing wrong 
with being with white friends and sharing similar interests, 
only to find themselves in circumstances where they had to 
confront the racism of these people. The last story I heard 
was from a young black woman talking about always being 
with white buddies in high school. One day they were all 
joy-riding in someone’s car, and they came across a group of 
young black males crossing the street. Someone in the car 
suggests they should “just run those niggers down.” She 
talked about her disbelief that this comment had been made, 
her hurt. She said nothing but she felt that it was the begin- 
ning of an estrangement from white peers that has persisted. 
Steele’s writing assumes that white people who desire to so- 
cialize with black people are not actively racist, are coming 
from a position of goodwill. He does not consider the reality 
that goodwill can coexist with racist thinking and white su- 
premacist attitudes. 

Throughout my tenure as a Yale professor, I was often 
confronted with white students who would raise the issue of 
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why it is black students sit together in the cafeteria, usually 
at one table. They saw this as some expression of racial sepa- 
ratism, exclusion, etc. When I asked them why they never 
raised the issue of why the majority of tables are white stu- 
dents self-segregating, they invariably said things like, “We 
sit together with folks with whom we share common interests 
and concerns.” They were rarely at the point where they 
could interrogate whether or not shared “whiteness” allowed 
them to bond with one another with ease. 

While it has become “cool” for white folks to hang out 
with black people and express pleasure in black culture, most 
white people do not feel that this pleasure should be linked 
to unlearning racism. Indeed there is often the desire to 
enhance one’s status in the context of “whiteness” even as 
one appropriates black culture. In his essay “A Place Called 
Home: Identity and the Cultural Politics of Difference,” Jon- 
athan Rutherford comments: 


Paradoxically, capital has fallen in love with difference: 
advertising thrives on selling us things that will enhance 
our uniqueness and individuality. It’s no longer about 
keeping up with the Joneses, it’s about being different 
from them. From World Music to exotic holidays in 
Third World locations, ethnic tv dinners to Peruvian 


hats, cultural difference sells. 


It makes perfect sense that black people and other people 
of color often self-segregate to protect themselves from this 
kind of objectifying interaction. 

Steele never sees the desire to create a context where one 
can “love blackness” as a worthy standpoint for bonding, 
even if such bonding must take the form of self-segregation. 


Luckily, there are individual non-black people who have di- 
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vested of their racism in ways that enable them to establish 
bonds of intimacy based on their ability to love blackness 
without assuming the role of cultural tourists. We have yet 
to have a significant body of writing from these individuals 
that gives expression to how they have shifted attitudes and 
daily vigilantly resist becoming reinvested in white suprem- 
acy. Concurrently, black folks who “love blackness”—that is, 
who have decolonized our minds and broken with the kind 
of white supremacist thinking that suggests we are inferior, 
inadequate, marked by victimization, etc.—often find that we 
are punished by society for daring to break with the status 
quo. On our jobs, when we express ourselves from a decolo- 
nized standpoint, we risk being seen as unfriendly or 
dangerous. 

Those black folks who are more willing to pretend that 
“difference” does not exist, even as they self-consciously 
labor to be as much like their white peers as possible, will 
receive greater material rewards in white supremacist society. 
White supremacist logic is thus advanced. Rather than using 
coercive tactics of domination to colonize, it seduces black 
folks with the promise of mainstream success if only we are 
willing to negate the value of blackness. Contrary to James 
Cone’s hope that whites would divest of racism and be born 
again in the spirit of empathy and unity with black folks, we 
are collectively asked to show our solidarity with the white 
supremacist status quo by overvaluing whiteness, by seeing 
blackness solely as a marker of powerlessness and victimiza- 
tion. To the degree that black folks embody by our actions 
and behavior familiar racist stereotypes, we will find greater 
support and/or affirmation in the culture. A prime example 
of this is white consumer support of misogynist rap which 
reproduces the idea that black males are violent beasts and 
brutes. 
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In Nella Larsen’s Passing, Clare chooses to assume a white 
identity because she sees blackness only as a sign of victim- 
ization and powerlessness. As long as she thinks this, she has 
a sustained bond with the black bourgeoisie who often self- 
segregate even as they maintain contempt for blackness, es- 
pecially for the black underclass. Clare’s bond with Irene, 
her black bourgeois friend, is broken when she seeks to de- 
fine blackness positively. In Passing it is this bourgeois class 
and the world of whiteness Clare’s husband embodies that 
turn against her when she attempts to reclaim the black iden- 
tity she has previously denied. When the novel ends we do 
not know who has murdered her, the black bourgeois friend 
or the white husband. She represents a “threat” to the con- 
servative hierarchical social order based on race, class, and 
gender that they both seek to maintain. 

Despite civil rights struggle, the 1960s black power move- 
ment, and the power of slogans like “black is beautiful,” 
masses of black people continue to be socialized via mass 
media and nonprogressive educational systems to internalize 
white supremacist thoughts and values. Without ongoing re- 
sistance struggle and progressive black liberation movements 
for self-determination, masses of black people (and everyone 
else) have no alternative worldview that affirms and cele- 
brates blackness. Rituals of affirmation (celebrating black his- 
tory, holidays, etc.) do not intervene on white supremacist 
socialization if they exist apart from active anti-racist struggle 
that seeks to transform society. 

Since so many black folks have succumbed to the post-1960s 
notion that material success is more important than personal 
integrity, struggles for black self-determination that emphasize 
decolonization, loving blackness, have had little impact. As long 
as black folks are taught that the only way we can gain any 
degree of economic self-sufficiency or be materially privileged 
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is by first rejecting blackness, our history and culture, then 
there will always be a crisis in black identity. Internalized racism 
will continue to erode collective struggle for self-determination. 
Masses of black children will continue to suffer from low self- 
esteem. And even though they may be motivated to strive 
harder to achieve success because they want to overcome feel- 
ings of inadequacy and lack, those successes will be undermined 
by the persistence of low self-esteem. 

One of the tragic ironies of contemporary black life is that 
individuals succeed in acquiring material privilege often by sac- 
rificing their positive connection to black culture and black ex- 
perience. Paule Marshall’s novel Praisesong for the Widow is a 
fictional portrayal of such tragedy. A young black couple, Avey 
and Jay, start their family life together empowered by their 
celebration and affirmation of black culture, but this connection 
is eroded as Jay strives for material success. Along the way, he 
adopts many mainstream white supremacist ways of thinking 
about black folks, expressing disdain for the very culture that 
had been a source of joy and spiritual fulfillment. Widowed, 
her children grown, Avey begins a process of critical remember- 
ing where she interrogates their past, asking herself: 


Would it have been possible to have done both? That 
is, to have wrested, as they had done over all those years, 
the means needed to rescue them from Halsey Street 
and to see the children through, while preserving, safe- 
guarding, treasuring those things that had come down 
to them over the generations, which had defined them 
in a particular way. The most vivid, the most valuable 
part of themselves! 


To recover herself and reclaim the love of blackness, Avey 
must be born again. In that state of rebirth and reawak- 
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ening, she is able to understand what they could have 
done, what it would have called for: “Awareness. It would 
have called for an awareness of the worth of what they 
possessed. Vigilance. The vigilance needed to safeguard it. 
To hold it like a jewel high out of the envious reach of 
those who would either destroy it or claim it as their own.” 
To recover herself, Avey has to relearn the past, under- 
stand her culture and history, affirm her ancestors, and 
assume responsibility for helping other black folks to de- 
colonize their minds. 

A culture of domination demands of all its citizens self- 
negation. The more marginalized, the more intense the 
demand. Since black people, especially the underclass, are 
bombarded by messages that we have no value, are worth- 
less, it is no wonder that we fall prey to nihilistic despair 
or forms of addiction that provide momentary escape, illu- 
sions of grandeur, and temporary freedom from the pain 
of facing reality. In his essay “Healing the Heart of Jus- 
tice,” written for a special issue of Creation Spirituality 
highlighting the work of Howard Thurman, Victor Lewis 
shares his understanding of the profound traumatic impact 
of internalized oppression and addiction on black life. 
He concludes: 


To value ourselves rightly, infinitely, released from 
shame and self-rejection, implies knowing that we are 
claimed by the totality of life. To share in a loving com- 
munity and vision that magnifies our strength and ban- 
ishes fear and despair, here, we find the solid ground 
from which justice can flow like a mighty stream. Here, 
we find the fire that burns away the confusion that op- 
pression heaped upon us during our childhood weakness. 
Here, we can see what needs to be done and find the 
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strength to do it. To value ourselves rightly. To love one 
another. This is to heal the heart of justice. 


We cannot value ourselves rightly without first breaking 
through the walls of denial which hide the depth of black 
self-hatred, inner anguish, and unreconciled pain. 

Like Paule Marshall’s character Avey, once our denial falls 
away we can work to heal ourselves through awareness. I am 
always amazed that the journey home to that place of mind 
and heart, where we recover ourselves in love, is constantly 
within reach and yet so many black folks never find the path. 
Mired in negativity and denial we are like sleepwalkers. Yet, if 
we dare to awaken, the path is before us. In Hope and History, 
Vincent Harding asks readers to consider: “In a society increas- 
ingly populated by peoples of color, by those who have oe 
the disdain and domination of the Euro-American world, i 
would be fascinating to ponder self-love as a religious ab 
ing.” Collectively, black people and our allies in struggle are 
empowered when we practice self-love as a revolutionary in- 
tervention that undermines practices of domination. Loving 
blackness as political resistance transforms our ways of look- 
ing and being, and thus creates the conditions necessary for 
us to move against the forces of domination and death and 
reclaim black life. 


BLACK ON BLACK PAIN 


CLASS CRUELTY 


C lass difference is an aspect of black identity that is 
often overlooked. It is not just white people who re- 
fuse to acknowledge different class status among blacks; 
many of us want to ignore class. A major difference in the 
agendas set by the movement for civil rights and militant 
struggles for black power was caused by different class per- 
spectives. Even though the civil rights movement engaged 
masses of poor and working-class black people, the values 
shaping this struggle were fundamentally bourgeois. Assimi- 
lating the values of white privileged classes was the idea of 
freedom civil rights struggle supported. Even though the call 
was for social equality between the races, black leaders were 
also motivated by a desire to gain access to middle-class in- 
comes and lifestyles. It was this desire for upward class mo- 
bility that led black male patriarchs at the forefront of the 
bus boycott to publicly ignore the courage of lower-class 
black females who refused to give up their bus seats and to 
focus on Rosa Parks. This class betrayal is discussed in Night 
Vision, in the chapter “Women and Children in the Armed 


163 


164 | KILLING RAGE 


Struggle.” The role played by poor and lower-class black 
females like Epsie Worthy, who did not receive public ac- 
claim because they were not of the acceptable class status, 
is acknowledged. For example, one black female was deemed 
unfit because she was young, angry, poor, and lived with her 
alcoholic father. Rosa Parks, on the other hand, was more 
acceptable because she was seen by men as respectable: “It 
takes nothing away from Rosa Parks’ courage and years of 
dedication to see that she was not the first, not the catalyst, 
but was the symbol reluctantly chosen by men for a struggle 
that other New Afrikan women had already started months 
ago. It was fighting women, who weren't respectable, who 
were ‘too hot, too Black’ for the men of the Civil Rights 
movement, who first broke the chains and opened the way.” 
This is just one example of the way in which bourgeois class 
values have dominated civil rights struggle in the United 
States. 

Temporarily at least that hold was broken by militant black 
struggle in the sixties. A powerful but often forgotten aspect 
of this struggle was the profound critique of capitalism, as 
an economic and social order that would never fully allow 
black liberation. That critique of capitalism is virtually absent 
from any aspect of contemporary black liberation struggle. 
Even those individual black Leftists who offer a class analysis 
do not provide any concrete vision for social change that 
speaks to what conditions might be put in place to allow a 
fierce critique of the existing economic structure, an alterna- 
tive, and strategies for resistance even as we live and work 
within a capitalist framework. It is rare for a contemporary 
black leader to make any suggestions about ways to live well 
and be self-determining in the midst of a capitalist system 
that is continually increasing the size of the black poor and 
destitute even as we remain critical of capitalism. Even 
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though rapper Ice-T can offer a class analysis in his collection 
of short essays The Ice Opinion he does not engage a serious 
critique of capitalism. He can share this insight: “The ghetto 
is set up like a concentration camp. The government has 
broken the system down to a series of financially segregated 
villages. South Central is not a black community, it’s a poor 
community. You live there ‘cause you're broke, not because 
you're black.” Then he proceeds to praise capitalism, identi- 
fying it as the only way out. However, his relationship to 
wealth is not one where he conceptualizes using his resources 
in a radical way. He helps his buddies and supports the 
philanthropic causes that matter to him. This is what the 
socially aware wealthy have always done in the United States. 
Ice-T does not talk about sharing resources, buying land away 
from utterly economically depressed communities and build- 
ing housing. Few monied black Americans seem interested 
in sharing their resources in radical ways. There are no exam- 
ples of cooperative black communities where resources are 
shared, no utopian communities that promote living simply 
(the growing of food, nonwasteful use of natural resources). 
The ethic of liberal individualism has so deeply permeated 
the psyches of black folks in America of all classes that we 
have little support for a political ethic of communalism that 
promotes the sharing of resources. While folks continue to 
share resources within family and extended kinship struc- 
tures, the sense of a communal accountability that transcends 
these ties has severely diminished. 

Tragically, it has diminished at a time when larger num- 
bers of black folks than ever before are entering the ranks 
of the economically privileged. Sadly, most of these black 
folks use their resources in many of the same ways as their 
white counterparts. Monied black folks have not organized 
to create progressive black educational institutions. While 
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they may contribute funding to existing structures which ad- 
vance bourgeois values, it is not clear if any economically 
well-off black folks contribute large sums to radical causes. 
The ethic of liberal individualism, more than the accumula- 
tion of wealth and class privilege, legitimizes the refusal to 
share resources. When all black people lived in segregated 
communities, it was much easier for the well-to-do to be 
vigilant about sharing resources, often because it was in their 
class interests to do so. Once racial integration was the norm, 
it was much easier for well-off blacks to leave segregated 
communities and move to areas where they would not be 
reminded of an ethic of communalism. Breaking their bonds 
of solidarity with underprivileged blacks enhances the likeli- 
hood that they can fully assimilate into mainstream, class- 
privileged white culture. Often these black folks are not 
interested in bonding with the white poor and working class. 
For the most part their lifestyles usually mean they will have 
no ongoing relations with underprivileged black folks outside 
kinship structures. 

Class divisions among blacks in a racially desegregated so- 
ciety have been the breeding grounds for those who are priv- 
ileged to internalize contempt and hatred of the black poor 
and underclass. The connectedness of capitalism and the per- 
petuation of racist exploitation makes class a subject privi- 
leged blacks seek to avoid. More than other groups of black 
folks, they emphasize racism as a system of domination with- 
out drawing attention to class. They do not want to call atten- 
tion to the way in which class power mediates the extent to 
which they will suffer from racist exploitation and aggression. 
Instead it is in their class interests to emphasize the way 
racism inhibits their progress. Since their social and profes- 
sional relations are much more likely to be orchestrated 
within a framework where they primarily interact with white 
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folks who share their class standing, it is those relations they 
seek to change in a positive way and not their relations with 
the black underprivileged. 

Indeed the growing body of academic work on the topic 
of race and racism emerging from black scholars is revealing 
in that it demonstrates clearly that the dialogue is perceived 
to be between whites and blacks who share similar class 
standing and class interests. When a black intellectual begins 
a collection of essays on race by sharing an anecdote about 
his or her inability to stop a taxi, in the interests of docu- 
menting the way racism obscures class in some situations, he 
or she is speaking to those who presumably do not have this 
knowledge, in other words to a white audience. The fact that 
so many black scholars, thinkers, and writers are primarily 
directing their work towards a white audience would not be 
so problematic if there were a large body of work that was 
more inclusive or addressed specifically to black audiences. 
It is equally problematic that so much of the work is assum- 
ing the role of explaining blackness, particularly the experi- 
ences of the black poor and underclass, to privileged-class 
audiences that are mainly white. The attitudes, assumptions, 
and critical thoughts about underprivileged blacks shared by 
privileged blacks are presented as though there is no danger 
of class biases potentially distorting their perspectives. Since 
the black poor and underclass do not have the same power 
of access to mass media, educational institutions, etc., they 
cannot talk back to that growing body of privileged-class 
blacks who are not only explaining their reality but seeking 
to determine the political agendas that should be important 
for black life. It is easy for these black leaders and/or scholars 
to act not only as though they speak for economically disen- 
franchised blacks but as though they know best what is 


needed to remedy their lot in life. The control privileged- 
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class blacks garner daily over any public discourse and public 
policy about black life is dangerous not only in that it makes 
us the “gatekeepers” who determine what should or should 
not be said but also it means that there is no structure of 
accountability. It becomes practically impossible to engage 
in any meaningful critical dialogue. Since most privileged- 
class blacks are not committed to radical and/or revolutionary 
politics they can effectively police the voices of those of us 
who speak from dissenting standpoints, making it difficult for 
us to gain a wider public audience. 

Concurrently, the growing class power and public voice of 
conservative and liberal well-to-do black folks easily obscures 
the class cruelty these individuals enact both in the way they 
talk about underprivileged blacks and the way they represent 
them. The existence of that class cruelty and its fascist di- 
mensions have been somewhat highlighted by the efforts of 
privileged-class blacks to censor the voices of black youth, 
particularly gangsta rappers who are opposing bourgeois class 
values by extolling the virtues of street culture and street 
vernacular. Significantly, the attack on urban underclass black 
youth culture and its gangster dimensions (glamorization of 
crime, etc.) is usually presented via a critique of sexism. 
Since most privileged-class blacks have shown no interest in 
advancing feminist politics, the only organized effort to end 
sexism and sexist oppression, this attack on sexism seems 
merely gratuitous, a smoke screen that deflects away from 
the fact that what really disturbs bourgeois folks is the sup- 
port of rebellion, unruly behavior, and disrespect for their 
class values. In reality, they and their white counterparts fear 
the power these young folks have to change the minds and 
life choices of youth from privileged classes. If only un- 
derclass black folks were listening to gangsta rap, there would 
be no public effort to silence and censor this music. The 
fear is that it will generate class rebellion. 
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In some circles conservative blacks mediate their relation- 
ships with the existing white power structure by assuming 
the role of policing underclass black culture. These conserva- 
tives have no trouble uniting to suppress the public dis- 
courses that challenge their class values emerging from 
alternative and/or underclass black youth culture. Without 
shame they repudiate racial solidarity, to call for the “exter- 
mination” of underclass black youth whom they see always 
and only as troublemakers. Their lack of racial solidarity and 
concern for the impact of white supremacy on the lives of 
underprivileged black youth positively mediates their rela- 
tions to whites. They do not care about the erosion of racial 
solidarity among blacks. 

Ironically, white consumer demand for the commodifica- 
tion of blackness has led more assimilated non-black—identi- 
fied black folks who have class privilege to engage themselves 
with interpreting and reinventing the blackness they once 
repudiated. They come “back to blackness” because it is op- 
portunistically lucrative for them to do so. Class differences 
have always existed among black folks but class warfare has 
not. Racial bonding in the interest of challenging white su- 
premacy had suppressed class tensions. Those tensions are 
mounting. These divisions serve the interest of neo-colonial 
white supremacy, for they lead to the formation of a new 
black bourgeoisie who work to strengthen the imperialism 
and capitalism of mainstream white culture while simultane- 
ously advancing their own class interests. 

Amical Cabral’s account of the struggle for national libera- 
tion in Guinea provides useful paradigms for understanding 
the class strife that is brewing among African Americans. 
Understanding that liberatory change often advances the 
petty bourgeoisie, he shared the insight that the only way to 
curtail internal contradictions and prevent the betrayal of 
liberatory objectives was to strengthen the revolutionary con- 
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sciousness of the privileged classes. Cabral insisted that “the 
revolutionary petty bourgeoisie must be capable of commit- 
ting suicide as a class, to be restored to life in the condition 
of a revolutionary worker completely identified with the 
deepest aspirations of the people to which he belongs.” 
When we consider that many of the African Americans who 
are fast swelling the ranks of a privileged-class elite were 
once engaged in the radical struggle for black liberation and 
self-determination, it is certainly evident that they were not 
able to sustain their loyalty to the black underclass, whose 
mass participation in civil rights struggle has allowed them 
to have that access to class privilege. These individuals “dis- 
identify” with underprivileged classes. Their lack of empathy 
and identification is rooted in opportunistic protection of 
their class interests and/or in a failure to understand the 
needs and concerns of the black poor and underclass. 

In order both to intervene in the class cruelty shown un- 
derprivileged blacks by unenlightened black folks from privi- 
leged classes and to create a cultural context for renewing 
bonds of solidarity between black folks, across classes, that 
is based not on identity politics but on shared commitment 
to ending white supremacy, critical dialogues must take place 
about class. The silence around class contradictions and tensions 
in black life must be broken. The voices of underprivileged 
black folks and their allies in struggle from privileged-class 
groups must not be censored or silenced. Vigilant interroga- 
tion of our intentionality and political commitment to black 
liberation must guide black intellectuals when we engage in 
public discourse about blackness that centralizes the experi- 
ence of the poor and underclass. If we fail to interrogate 
our standpoints, we may unwittingly undermine and betray 
allegiances to those who are less privileged. That vigilance is 
particularly needed at a time when there are so many mate- 


BLACK ON BLACK PAIN | 171 


rial rewards offered us by mainstream white culture when 
we participate in the commodification of blackness in ways 
that betray radical commitment to social justice, to ending 
racism. Class cruelty, the black on black pain, that is emerg- 
ing as class warfare in black life will not cease as long as we 
remain silent about class differences. White supremacy is 
strengthened by the breakdown in political solidarity among 
black folks that cuts across class. In the long run all black 
folks will suffer if those among us who are privileged aban- 
don the struggle for racial justice and by our example encour- 
age the poor and underclass to do likewise. By recognizing 
a mutual political interdependency that transcends differ- 
ences in class status, that is rooted in the recognition that 
ultimately we are all diminished if white supremacy contin- 
ues to dominate our lives, aware black folks may come to- 
gether across class to share resources and to participate in 
collective struggle. 


MARKETING BLACKNESS 


CLASS AND COMMODIFICATION 


oncluding Paul Fussell’s playful discussion of the seri- 

ous issue of social status in Class is a discussion of a 
category outside the conventional structures titled “The X 
Way Out.” Folks who exist in category X, he reports, “earn 
X-personhood by a strenuous effort of discovery in which 
curiosity and originality are indispensable.” They want to es- 
cape class. Describing the kind of people who are Xs Fus- 
sell comments: 


The old fashioned term bohemians gives some idea; so 
does the term the talented. Some Xs are intellectual, but 
a lot are not: they are actors, musicians, artists, sport 
stars, “celebrities,” well-to-do former hippies, confirmed 
residers abroad, and the more gifted journalists. . . . They 
tend to be self employed, doing what social scientists 
call autonomous work.... X people are independent- 
minded, free of anxious regard for popular shibboleths, 
loose in carriage and demeanor. They adore the work 
they do.... Being an X person is like having much of 
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the freedom and some of the power of a top-out-of-sight 
or upper class person, but without the money. X category 
is a sort of unmonied aristocracy. 


Even though I grew up in a southern black working-class 
household, I longed to be among this X group. Radicalized 
by black liberation struggle and feminist movement, my 
struggle to make that longing compatible with revolution 
began in college. It was there that I was subjected to indoc- 
trination that would prepare me to be an acceptable member 
of the middle class. Then, as now, I was fundamentally anti- 
bourgeois. To me this did not mean that I did not or do not 
like beautiful things or desire material well-being. It meant 
that I did not or do not sit around longing to be rich, that 
I believe hedonistic materialism to be a central aspect of an 
imperialist colonialism that perpetuates and maintains white 
supremacist capitalist patriarchy. Since this is the ideological 
framework that breeds domination, a culture of repression, 
repudiation of the ethic of materialism is central to transfor- 
mation of our society as we now know it. While I do not 
believe that any of us really exist in a category outside class, 
in that free space of X, I do believe that those of us who 
repudiate domination must be willing to divest of class elit- 
ism. That it would be useful if progressive folks who oppose 
domination in all its forms, who manage to accumulate mate- 
rial plenty and/or wealth, would share their understanding of 
ways this status informs their commitment to radical social 
change, their political allegiances, publicly naming the means 
by which they hold that class privilege in ways that do not 
exploit or impinge on the freedom and welfare of others. 
Lately, when I find myself among groups of black academ- 
ics and/or intellectuals wherein I raise the issue of class, 
suggesting that we need to spend more time talking about 
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class differences among black people, everyone refuses to 
speak to the issues of race and class. Most are unwilling to 
acknowledge that class positionality shapes our perspectives 
and standpoints. This refusal seems to be rooted in a history 
of class privilege wherein privileged black folks, writers, art- 
ists, intellectuals, and/or academics have been able to set the 
agenda for any public discourse on black culture. That 
agenda has rarely included a willingness to problematize the 
issue of class. Among these groups of black folks there is a 
tacit assumption that we all long to be upper class, and if at 
all possible, rich. Throughout my years in college and gradu- 
ate school, black professors were among those committed to 
policing and punishing the rest of us in the interest of main- 
taining privileged class values. My twenty years of working 
as a professor in the academy has not altered this perception. 
I still find that most black academics, irrespective of their 
politics, whether they identify as conservative, liberal, or radi- 
cal, religiously uphold privileged-class values in the manner 
and style in which they teach, when it comes to habits of 
being, to mundane matters like dress, language, decorum, 
etc. Increasingly I find these same attitudes in the world of 
black cultural production outside academic settings. These 
values tend to be coupled with a particular brand of class 
opportunism that has come to be socially acceptable, a sign 
that one is not so naive or stupid to actually believe that 
there could be any need to repudiate capitalism or the ethic 
of materialism. 

To a grave extent the commodification of blackness has 
created the space for an intensification of opportunistic mate- 
rialism and longing for privileged-class status among black 
folks in all classes. Yet when the chips are down, it is usually 
the black folks who already have some degree of class privi- 
lege who are most able to exploit the market in blackness as 


MARKETING BLACKNESS | 175 


commodity for individual material gain. Ironically, however, 
the sign of blackness in much of this cultural marketplace 
is synonymous with the underclass, so that individuals from 
backgrounds of privilege must either pretend to be “down” 

or create from the standpoint of what could be called “darky 
nostalgia” or the overseer’s vision of blackness. When I re- 
cently commented to several black women scholars doing 
work in feminist literary criticism that I thought it was useful 
to talk about ways the shifting class positionality of writers 
like Alice Walker and Toni Morrison informs their writing 
style, content, construction of character, etc., they responded 
with hostility—as though my suggestion that we talk about 
the way in which privileged-class status shapes black perspec- 
tive was in some way meant to suggest these writers were 
not “black,” were not “authorities.” Since I do not believe 
in monolithic constructions of blackness and am not a nation- 
alist, I want to call attention to the real and concrete ways 
class is central to contemporary constructions of black iden- 
tity. It not only determines the way blackness is commodi- 
fied, it shapes political standpoint. These differences in no 
way negate a politics of solidarity that seeks to end racist 
exploitation and oppression while simultaneously creating a 
context for black liberation and self-determination; however, 
they do make it clear that this united front must be forged 
in struggle and does not emerge solely because of shared 
racial identity. 

To confront class in black life in the United States means 
that we must deconstruct the notion of an essential binding 
blackness and be able to critically examine ways the desire to 
be accepted into privileged-class groups within mainstream 
society undermines and at times destroys commitment to a 
politics of cultural transformation that consistently critiques 
domination. Such a critique would necessarily include the 
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challenge to end class elitism and call for replacing the ethic 
of individualism with a vision of communalism. In his collec- 
tion of essays Reconstructing Memory Fred Lee Hord calls 
attention to the way his students at a predominantly black 
institution make it clear that they are interested in achieving 
material success and “that if black communal struggle is in 
conflict with the pursuit of that dream, there will be no 
struggle.” Like Hord, I believe that black experience has 
been and continues to be one of internal colonialism and 
that “the cultural repression of American colonial education 
serves to distort.” I would add that the contemporary com- 
modification of blackness has become a dynamic part of that 
system of cultural repression. Opportunistic longings for 
fame, wealth, and power now lead many black critical think- 
ers, writers, academics, and/or intellectuals to participate in 
the production and marketing of black culture in ways that 
are complicit with the existing oppressive-exploitative struc- 
ture. That complicity begins with the equation of black capi- 
talism with black self-determination. 

The global failings of socialism have made it easier for 
individuals within the United States to reject visions of com- 
munalism or participatory economics that would redistribute 
this society’s resources in more just and democratic ways. 
Just as it makes it easy for folks who want to be seen as 
progressive to embrace a socialist vision even as their habits 
of being affirm class elitism, passive acceptance of domina- 
tion, and oppression. In keeping with the way class biases 
frame discussions of blackness, privileged African-American 
critics are more than willing to discuss the “nihilism” of the 
underclass, the pervasive hopelessness, while they ignore the 
intense “nihilism” of many black folks who have always 
known material privilege yet who have no sense of agency, 
no conviction that they can make meaningful changes in the 
existing social structure. Their “nihilism” does not lead to 
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self-destruction in the classic sense; it may simply lead to 
symbolic murder of the self that longs to end domination so 
they can be born again as hard-core opportunists eager to 
make it within the existing system. Academics are among this 
group. I confront that hard-core cynicism whenever I raise 
the issue of class. My critical comments about the way class 
divisions among black people are creating a climate of fas- 
cism and repression tend to be regarded by cynics as merely 
an expression of envy and longing. Evidently many black 
folks, especially the bourgeoisie, find it difficult to believe 
that we are not all eagerly embracing an American dream of 
wealth and power, that some of us might prefer to live simply 
in safe comfortable multiethnic neighborhoods rather than 
in mansions or huge houses, that some of us have no desire 
to be well-paid tokens at ruling-class white institutions, or 
that there might even exist for some of us aspects of black 
life and experience that we hold sacred and are not eager to 
commodify or sell to captive colonized imaginations. I say 
this because several times when I have tried, at academic 
conferences, to talk in a more complex way about class, I 
have been treated as though I am speaking about this only 
because I have not really “made it.” And on several occasions 
individual black women have regarded me with patronizing 
contempt—as though I, who am a well-paid member of the 
professional-managerial academic class, have no right to ex- 
press concern about black folks of all classes, to critique the 
mindless embracing of an ethic of materialism. In both in- 
stances, the individuals in question came from privileged- 
class backgrounds. When it is assumed that I have “made 
it,” my individual success is seen as stripping me of any 
“authority” to speak about the dilemmas of those who are 
poor and destitute, especially if what I am saying contradicts 
the prevailing bourgeois black discourse. 

A dimension of making it for many black critics, academ- 
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ics, and/or intellectuals is the assertion of control over the 
discourse and circulation of ideas about black culture. When 
their viewpoints are informed by class biases there is little 
recourse for contestation since they have greater access to 
white-dominated mass media. A consequence of this is that 
there is no progressive space for black thinkers to engage in 
debate and dissent. Concurrently, black thinkers who may 
have no commitment to diverse black communities, who may 
regard black folks who are not of their class with contempt 
and disrespect, are held up in mass media as spokespersons 
even if they have never shown themselves to be at all con- 
cerned with a critical pedagogy that seeks to address black 
audiences as well as other folks. 

Commodification of blackness strips away that component 
of cultural genealogy that links living memory and history in 
ways that subvert and undermine the status quo. When the 
discourse of blackness is in no way connected to an effort to 
promote collective black self-determination it becomes sim- 
ply another resource appropriated by the colonizer. It is then 
possible for white supremacist culture to be perpetuated and 
maintained even as it appears to be more welcoming, more 
inclusive. To deflect away from the reality that no attempt 
to radicalize consciousness through cultural production will 
be heralded and promoted, colonizers find it useful to create 
a structure of representation that enables them to project an 
image that is meant to suggest racist domination is no longer 
a norm, that all blacks can get ahead if they are just smart 
enough and work hard. Those individual black folks who are 
privileged either by birth or by assimilation become the pri- 
mary representations of the insistence that the American 
dream is intact, that it can be fulfilled. This holds true in 
academic circles and in all arenas of cultural production. No 
matter the extent to which Spike Lee calls attention to injus- 
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tice, the fact that he can become rich in America while still 
young leads many folks to ignore the attempts he makes at 
social critique (when the issue is racism) and see him only 
as an example of the existing system working. And since his 
agenda is to succeed within that system as much as possible, 
he must “work” it by reproducing conservative and even ste- 
reotypical images of blackness so as not to alienate that cross- 
over audience. His work cannot be revolutionary and 
generate wealth at the same time. Yet it is in his class interest 
to make it seem as though he, and his work, embodies the 
“throw down ghetto” militant blackness that is the desired 
product. Not only must his middle-class origins be down- 
played, so must his newfound wealth. Similarly, when Allen 
and Albert Hughes, young bi-racial black males from a 
privileged-class background, make the film Menace IT Soci- 
ety, fictively highlighting not the communities they live in 
but the world of the black underclass, audiences oppose cri- 
tique by insisting that the brutal dehumanizing images of 
black family life that are portrayed are “real” or “that’s just 
the way it is.” They refuse to see that while there may be 
aspects of reality portrayed in the film, the film is not a 
documentary, that it is not offering a view of daily life but 
is a fiction. The refusal to see the class positionality of the 
filmmakers informing those aspects of black underclass life 
they choose to display is rooted in denial, not only of class 
differences, but of a conservative politics of representation 
in mainstream cinema that makes it easier to offer a vision 
of black underclass brutality rather than any other aspect of 
that community’s daily life. 

Privileged black folks who are pimping black culture for 
their own opportunistic gain tend to focus on racism as 
though it were the great equalizing factor. For example, 
when a materially successful black person tells the story of 
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how no cab will stop for him because of color he claims 
unity with the masses of black folks who are daily assaulted 
by white supremacy. Yet this assertion of shared victimhood 
obscures the fact that this racial assault is mediated by the 
reality of class privilege. However “hurt” or even “damaged” 
the individual may be by his failure to acquire a taxi immedi- 
ately, that individual is likely to be more allied with the class 
interests of individuals who share similar status (including 
whites) than with the needs of those black folks whom racist 
economic aggression renders destitute, who do not even have 
the luxury to consider taking a taxi. The issue of course is 
audience. Since all black folks encounter some form of racial 
discrimination and/or aggression every day, we do not need 
stories like this to remind us that racism is widespread. Non- 
black folks, especially whites, are the group that most wants 
to insist that class power and material privilege free individ- 
ual black folks from the stereotypes associated with the black 
poor and as a consequence from the pain of racial assault. 
They, and colonized black folks who live in denial, are the 
audience that must be convinced that race matters. 

Black bourgeois opportunists, who are a rising social class 
both in the academy and in other spheres of cultural produc- 
tion, are unwittingly creating a division where “within class, 
race matters.” This was made evident in the Newsweek cover 
story “The Hidden Rage of Successful Blacks.” A vast major- 
ity of the black folks interviewed seemed most angry that 
they are not treated as equals by whites who share their 
class. There was little rage directed at the systemic white 
supremacy that assaults the lives of all black folks, but in 
particular those who are poor, destitute, and/or uneducated, 
and who do not call for militant resistance. While it may 
help convince mainstream society that racism and racist as- 
sault inform interpersonal dynamics in this society daily for 
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black individuals from privileged classes to publicly acknowl- 
edge the ways we are hurt, this appeal tends to erase class 
privilege. It obscures the extent to which it can be effectively 
used to mediate our daily lives so that we can avoid racist 
assault in ways that materially disadvantaged individuals can- 
not. Those black individuals, myself included, who primarily 
work and/or live in predominantly white settings where liber- 
alism structures social decorum do not confront unmediated 
fierce white racist assault. This lived experience has had the 
potentially dangerous effect of creating in some of us a mind- 
set that denies the impact of white supremacy, its assaultive 
nature. It is not surprising that black folks in these settings 
are more positive about racial integration, cultural mixing, 
and border crossing than folks who live in the midst of in- 
tense racial apartheid. 

By denying or ignoring the myriad ways class positionality 
informs perspective and standpoint, individual black folks 
who have class privilege are not challenged to interrogate 
the ways class biases shape their representations of black 
life. For example, why does so much contemporary African- 
American literature highlight the circumstances and condi- 
tions of underclass black life in the South and urban cities 
when it is usually written by folks whose experiences are just 
the opposite? The point of raising this question is not to 
censor but rather to urge critical thought about a cultural 
marketplace wherein blackness is commodified in such a way 
that fictive accounts of underclass black life, in whatever set- 
ting, may be more lauded, more marketable than other 
visions because mainstream conservative white audiences de- 
sire these images. As rapper Dr. Dre calls it: “People in the 
suburbs, they can’t go to the ghetto so they like to hear about 
what’s going on. Everybody wants to be down.” The desire 
to be “down” has not only promoted conservative appropria- 
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tion of specific aspects of underclass black life; that reality is 
dehumanized via a process of commodification wherein no 
correlation is made between mainstream hedonistic consum- 
erism and the reproduction of a social system that perpetu- 
ates and maintains an underclass. 

Without a sustained critique of class power and class divi- 
sions among black folks, what is represented in mass media, 
in cultural production, will merely reflect the biases and 
standpoints of a privileged few. If that few have not decolo- 
nized their minds and choose to make no connection be- 
tween the discourse of blackness and the need to be engaged 
in ongoing struggle for black self-determination, there will 
be few places where progressive visions can emerge and gain 
a hearing. Coming from a working-class background into the 
academy, and other arenas of cultural production, I am al- 
ways conscious of a dearth of perspectives from individuals 
who do not have a bourgeois mindset. It grieves me to ob- 
serve the contempt and utter disinterest black individuals 
from privileged classes often show in their interactions with 
disadvantaged black folks, or their allies in struggle, particu- 
larly those of us whose backgrounds are poor and working 
class, even if they have built their careers focusing on “black- 
ness,” mining the lives of the poor and disadvantaged for 
resources. It angers me when that group uses its class power 
and its concomitant conservative politics to silence, censor, 
and/or de-legitimize counter hegemonic perspectives on 
blackness. 

Irrespective of class background or current class position- 
ality, progressive black individuals whose politics include a 
commitment to black self-determination and liberation must 
be vigilant when we do our work. Those of us who speak, 
write, and act in other ways from privileged-class locations 
must self-interrogate constantly so that we do not unwittingly 
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become complicit in maintaining existing exploitative and op- 
pressive structures. None of us should be ashamed to speak 
about our class power or lack of it. Overcoming fear, even 
the fear of being immodest, and acting courageously to bring 
issues of class—especially radical standpoints—into the dis- 
course of blackness is a gesture of militant defiance, one that 
runs counter to bourgeois insistence that we think of “money” 
in particular and class in general as private matters. Progres- 
sive black folks who work to live simply because we respect 
the earth’s resources, who repudiate the ethic of materialism 
and embrace communalism, must gain a public voice. Those 
of us who are still working to mix the vision of autonomy 
evoked by the X category with our dedication to struggling 
to end domination in all its forms, who cherish openness, 
honesty, radical will, creativity, and free speech, and who are 
possessed by no longing to have power over, to build nations, 
or even mini—academic empires, are working to project alter- 
native politics of representation—working to free the “black 
image” so it is not enslaved to any exploitative and/or oppres- 
sive agenda. 


OVERCOMING 
WHITE SUPREMACY 


A COMMENT 


B lack people in the United States share with black 
people in South Africa and with people of color glob- 
ally both the pain of white supremacist oppression and ex- 
ploitation and the pain that comes from resistance and 
struggle. The first pain wounds us, the second pain helps 
heal our wounds. It often troubles me that black people in 
the United States have not risen en masse to declare solidar- 
ity with our black sisters and brothers in South Africa. Per- 
haps one day soon—say, Martin Luther King’s birthday—we 
will enter the streets at a certain hour, wherever we are, to 
stand for a moment, naming and affirming the primacy of 
black liberation. 

As I write, I try to remember when the word “racism” 
ceased to be the term which best expressed for me exploita- 
tion of black people and other people of color in this society 
and when I began to understand that the most useful term 
was “white supremacy.” It was certainly a necessary term 
when confronted with the liberal attitudes of white women 
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active in feminist movement who were unlike their racist 
ancestors—white women in the early women’s rights move- 
ment who did not wish to be caught dead in fellowship with 
black women. In fact, these women often requested and 
longed for the presence of black women. Yet when present, 
what we saw was that they wished to exercise control over 
our bodies and thoughts as their racist ancestors had—that 
this need to exercise power over us expressed how much they 
had internalized the values and attitudes of white supremacy. 

It may have been this contact or contact with fellow white 
English professors who want very much to have “a” black 
person in “their” department as long as that person thinks 
and acts like them, shares their values and beliefs, is in no 
way different, that first compelled me to use the term “white 
supremacy” to identify the ideology that most determines 
how white people in this society (irrespective of their political 
leanings to the right or left) perceive and relate to black 
people and other people of color. It is the very small but 
highly visible liberal movement away from the perpetuation 
of overtly racist discrimination, exploitation, and oppression 
of black people which often masks how all-pervasive white 
supremacy is in this society, both as ideology and as behavior. 
When liberal whites fail to understand how they can and/or 
do embody white supremacist values and beliefs even though 
they may not embrace racism as prejudice or domination 
(especially domination that involves coercive control), they 
cannot recognize the ways their actions support and affirm 
the very structure of racist domination and oppression that 
they profess to wish to see eradicated. 

Likewise, “white supremacy” is a much more useful term 
for understanding the complicity of people of color in up- 
holding and maintaining racial hierarchies that do not involve 


force (i.e., slavery, apartheid) than the term “internalized rac- 
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ism”—a term most often used to suggest that black people 
have absorbed negative feelings and attitudes about blackness 
“white supremacy” enables 
us to recognize not only that black people are socialized to 
embody the values and attitudes of white supremacy, but 


held by white people. The term 


that we can exercise “white supremacist control” over other 
black people. This is important, for unlike the term “uncle 
tom,” which carried with it the recognition of complicity and 
internalized racism, a new terminology must accurately name 
the way we as black people directly exercise power over one 
another when we perpetuate white supremacist beliefs. 
Speaking about changing perspectives on black identity, 
writer Toni Morrison said in a recent interview: “Now people 
choose their identities. Now people choose to be Black.” At 
this historical moment, when a few black people no longer 
experience the racial apartheid and brutal racism that still 
determine the lot of many black people, it is easier for that 
few to ally themselves politically with the dominant racist 
white group. 

Assimilation is the strategy that has provided social legiti- 
mation for this shift in allegiance. It is a strategy deeply 
rooted in the ideology of white supremacy and its advocates 
urge black people to negate blackness, to imitate racist white 
people so as to better absorb their values, their way of life. 
Ironically, many changes in social policy and social attitudes 
that were once seen as ways to end racial domination have 
served to reinforce and perpetuate white supremacy. This is 
especially true of social policy that has encouraged and pro- 
moted racial integration. Given the continued force of rac- 
ism, racial integration translated into assimilation ultimately 
serves to reinforce and maintain white supremacy. Without 
an ongoing active movement to end white supremacy, with- 
out ongoing black liberation struggle, no social environment 
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can exist in the United States that truly supports integration. 
When black people enter social contexts that remain un- 
changed, unaltered, in no way stripped of the framework of 
white supremacy, we are pressured to assimilate. We are 
rewarded for assimilation. Black people working or socializ- 
ing in predominantly white settings whose very structures are 
informed by the principles of white supremacy who dare to 
affirm blackness, love of black culture and identity, do so at 
great risk. We must continually challenge, protest, resist 
while working to leave no gaps in our defense that will allow 
us to be crushed. This is especially true in work settings 
where we risk being fired or not receiving deserved promo- 
tions. Resisting the pressure to assimilate is a part of our 
struggle to end white supremacy. 

When I talk with audiences around the United States 
about feminist issues of race and gender, my use of the term 
“white supremacy” always sparks a reaction, usually of a criti- 
cal or hostile nature. Individual white people and even some 
non-whites insist that this is not a white supremacist society, 
that racism is not nearly the problem it used to be (it is 
downright frightening to hear people argue vehemently that 
the problem of racism has been solved), that there has been 
change. While it is true that the nature of racist oppression 
and exploitation has changed as slavery has ended and the 
apartheid structure of Jim Crow has legally changed, white 
supremacy continues to shape perspectives on reality and to 
inform the social status of black people and all people of 
color. Nowhere is this more evident than in university set- 
tings. And often it is the liberal folks in those settings who 
are unwilling to acknowledge this truth. 

Recently in a conversation with a white male lawyer at his 
home where I was a guest, he informed me that someone 
had commented to him that children are learning very little 
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history these days in school, that the attempt to be all- 
inclusive, to talk about Native Americans, blacks, women, ete. 
has led to a fragmented focus on particular representative 
individuals with no larger historical framework. I responded 
to this comment by suggesting that it has been easier for 
white people to practice this inclusion rather than change 
the larger framework; that it is easier to change the focus 
from Christopher Columbus, the important white man who 
“discovered” America, to Sitting Bull or Harriet Tubman, 
than it is to cease telling a distorted version of U.S. history 
which upholds white supremacy. Really teaching history in a 
new way would require abandoning the old myths informed 
by white supremacy like the notion that Columbus discov- 
ered America. It would mean talking about imperialism, colo- 
nization, about the Africans who came here before Columbus 
(see Ivan Van Sertima’s They Came Before Columbus). It 
would mean talking about genocide, about the white coloniz- 
ers’ exploitation and betrayal of Native Americans; about 
ways the legal and governmental structures of this society 
from the Constitution on supported and upheld slavery, 
apartheid (see Derrick Bell's And We Are Not Saved). This 
history can be taught only when the perspectives of teachers 
are no longer shaped by white supremacy. Our conversation 
is one of many examples that reveal the way black people and 
white people can socialize in a friendly manner, be racially 
integrated, while deeply ingrained notions of white suprem- 
acy remain intact. Incidents like this make it necessary for 
concerned folks, for righteous white people, to begin to fully 
explore the way white supremacy determines how they see 
the world, even as their actions are not informed by the 
type of racial prejudice that promotes overt discrimination 
and separation. 

Significantly, “assimilation” was a term that began to be 
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more commonly used after the revolts against white suprem- 
acy in the late 1960s and early 1970s. The intense, passionate 
rebellion against racism and white supremacy of this period 
was crucial because it created a context for politicization, for 
education for critical consciousness, one in which black peo- 
ple could begin to confront the extent of our complicity, our 
internalization of white supremacy, and begin the process of 
self-recovery and collective renewal. Describing this effort in 
his work The Search for a Common Ground, black theologian 
Howard Thurman commented: 


“Black is Beautiful” became not merely a phrase—it was 
a stance, a total attitude, a metaphysics. In very positive 
and exciting terms it began undermining the idea that 
had developed over so many years into a central aspect 
of white mythology: that black is ugly, black is evil, black 
is demonic. In so doing it fundamentally attacked the 
front line of the defense of the myth of white supremacy 
and superiority. 


Clearly, assimilation as a social policy upholding white su- 
premacy was strategically an important counterdefense, one 
that would serve to deflect the call for radical transformation 
of black consciousness. Suddenly the terms for success (that 
is, getting a job, acquiring the means to provide materially 
for oneself and one’s family) were redefined. It was not 
enough for black people to enter institutions of higher educa- 
tion and acquire the necessary skills to effectively compete 
for jobs previously occupied solely by whites; the demand 
was that blacks become “honorary whites,” that black people 
assimilate to succeed. 

The force that gave the social policy of assimilation power 
to influence and change the direction of black liberation 
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struggle was economic. Economic distress created a climate 
wherein militancy—overt resistance to white supremacy and 
racism (which included the presentation of self in a manner 
that suggests black pride)—was no longer deemed a viable 
survival strategy. Natural hairstyles, African dress, etc. were 
discarded as signs of militancy that might keep one from 
getting ahead. A similar regressive, reactionary move was tak- 
ing place among young white radicals, many of whom had 
been fiercely engaged in Left politics, who suddenly began 
to seek reincorporation into the liberal and conservative 
mainstream. Again the force behind their reentry into the 
system was economic. On a very basic level, changes in the 
cost of housing (as in the great apartment one had in 1965 
for $100 a month cost $400 by 1975) had a frightening im- 
pact on college-educated young people of all ethnicities who 
thought they were committed to transforming society, but 
who were unable to face living without choice, without the 
means to escape, who feared living in poverty. Coupled with 
economic forces exerting pressure, many radicals despaired 
of the possibility that this white supremacist capitalist patriar- 
chy could really be changed. 

Tragically, many radical whites who had been allies in the 
black liberation struggle began to question whether the 
struggle to end racism was really that significant, or to sug- 
gest that the struggle was over, as they moved into their new 
liberal positions. Radical white youth who had worked in 
civil rights struggles, protested the war in Vietnam, and even 
denounced U.S. imperialism could not reconstruct their ties 
to prevailing systems of domination without creating a new 
layer of false consciousness—the assertion that racism was 
no longer pervasive, that race was no longer an important 
issue. Similarly, critiques of capitalism, especially those that 
urged individuals to try and live differently within the frame- 
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work of capitalism, were also relegated to the back burner 
as people “discovered” that it was important to have class 
privilege so that one could better help the exploited. 

It is no wonder that black radicals met these betrayals with 
despair and hopelessness. What had all the contemporary 
struggle to resist racism really achieved? What did it mean 
to have this period of radical questioning of white supremacy, 
of black is beautiful, only to witness a few years later the 
successful mass production by white corporations of hair care 
products to straighten black hair? What did it mean to wit- 
ness the assault on black culture by capitalist forces which 
stress the production on all fronts of an image, a cultural 
product that can “cross over’—that is, that can speak more 
directly to the concerns, to the popular imagination of white 
consumers, while still attracting the dollars of black consum- 
ers. And what does it mean in 1987 when television viewers 
watch a morning talk show on black beauty, where black 
women suggest that these trends are only related to personal 
preferences and have no relation to racism; when viewers 
witness a privileged white male, Phil Donahue, shaking his 
head and trying to persuade the audience to acknowledge 
the reality of racism and its impact on black people? Or what 
does it mean when many black people say that what they 
like most about the Bill Cosby show is that there is little 
emphasis on blackness, that they are “just people”? And 
again to hear reported on national news that little black chil- 
dren prefer playing with white dolls rather than black dolls? 
All these popular narratives remind us that “we are not yet 
saved,” that white supremacy prevails, that the racist oppres- 
sion and exploitation which daily assaults the bodies and spir- 
its of black people in South Africa assaults black people here. 

Years ago when I was a high school student experiencing 
racial desegregation, there was a current of resistance and 
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militancy that was so fierce. It swept over and through our 
bodies as we—black students—stood, pressed against the red 
brick walls, watching the National Guard with their guns, 
waiting for those moments when we would enter, when we 
would break through racism, waiting for the moments of 
change—of victory. And now even within myself I find that 
spirit of militancy growing faint; all too often it is assaulted 
by feelings of despair and powerlessness. I find that I must 
work to nourish it, to keep it strong. Feelings of despair and 
powerlessness are intensified by all the images of black self- 
hate that indicate that those militant 1960s did not have 
sustained radical impact—that the politicization and transfor- 
mation of black consciousness did not become an ongoing 
revolutionary practice in black life. This causes such frustra- 
tion and despair because it means that we must return to 
this basic agenda, that we must renew efforts at politicization, 
that we must go over old ground. Perhaps what is more 
disheartening is the fear that the seeds, though planted again, 
will never survive, will never grow strong. Right now it is 
anger and rage (see Audre Lorde’s “The Uses of Anger” in 
Sister Outsider) at the continued racial genocide that rekin- 
dles within me that spirit of militancy. 

Like so many radical black folks who work in university 
settings, I often feel very isolated. Often we work in environ- 
ments predominantly peopled by white folks (some of whom 
are well-meaning and concerned) who are not committed to 
working to end white supremacy, or who are unsure about 
what that commitment means. Certainly feminist movement 
has been one of the places where there has been renewed 
interest in challenging and resisting racism. There too it has 
been easier for white women to confront racism as overt 
exploitation and domination, or as personal prejudice, than 
to confront the encompassing and profound reality of white 
supremacy. 
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In talking about race and gender recently, the question 
most often asked by white women has to do with white wom- 
en's response to black women or women of color insisting 
that they are not willing to teach them about their racism— 
to show the way. They want to know: What should a white 
person do who is attempting to resist racism? It is problem- 
atic to assert that black people and other people of color 
who are sincerely committed to struggling against white su- 
premacy should be unwilling to help or teach white people. 
Challenging black folks in the nineteenth century, Frederick 
Douglass made the crucial point that “power accedes nothing 
without demand.” For the racially oppressed to demand of 
white people, of black people, of all people that we eradicate 
white supremacy, that those who benefit materially by exer- 
cising white supremacist power, either actively or passively, 
willingly give up that privilege in response to that demand, 
and then to refuse to show the way, is to undermine our 
own cause. We must show the way. There must exist a para- 
digm, a practical model for social change that includes an 
understanding of ways to transform consciousness that are 
linked to efforts to transform structures. 

Fundamentally, it is our collective responsibility as radical 
black people and people of color, and as white people, to 
construct models for social change. To abdicate that respon- 
sibility, to suggest that change is just something an individual 
can do on his or her own or in isolation with other racist 
white people, is utterly misleading. If as a black person I say 
to a white person who shows a willingness to commit herself 
or himself to the struggle to end white supremacy that I 
refuse to affirm or help in that endeavor, it is a gesture that 
undermines my commitment to that struggle. Many black 
people have essentially responded in this way because we do 
not want to do the work for white people, and most im- 
portantly we cannot do the work, yet this often seems to be 
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what is asked of us. Rejecting the work does not mean that 
we cannot and do not show the way by our actions, by the 
information we share. Those white people who want to con- 
tinue the dominant-subordinate relationship so endemic to 
racist exploitation by insisting that we “serve” them—that we 
do the work of challenging and changing their conscious- 
ness—are acting in bad faith. In his work Pedagogy in Prog- 
ress: The Letters to Guinea-Bissau, Paulo Freire reminds us: 


Authentic help means that all who are involved help 
each other mutually, growing together in the common 
effort to understand the reality which they seek to 
transform. 


It is our collective responsibility as people of color and as 
white people who are committed to ending white supremacy 
to help one another. It is our collective responsibility to edu- 
cate for critical consciousness. If I commit myself politically 
to black liberation struggle, to the struggle to end white su- 
premacy, I am not making a commitment to working only 
for and with black people; I must engage in struggle with 
all willing comrades to strengthen our awareness and our 
resistance. (See The Autobiography of Malcolm X and The 
Last Year of Malcolm X—The Evolution of a Revolutionary 
by George Breitman.) Malcolm X is an important role model 
for those of us who wish to transform our consciousness for 
he was engaged in ongoing critical self-reflection, in changing 
both his words and his deeds. In thinking about black re- 
sponse to white people, about what they can do to end rac- 
ism, I am reminded of that memorable example when 
Malcolm X expressed regret about an incident with a white 
female college student who asked him what she could do 
and he told her: “nothing.” He later saw that there was much 
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that she could have done. For each of us, it is work to edu- 
cate ourselves to understand the nature of white supremacy 
with a critical consciousness. Black people are not born into 
this world with innate understanding of racism and white 
supremacy. (See John Hodge, ed., Cultural Bases of Racism 
and Group Oppression.) 

In recent years, particularly among women active in femi- 
nist movement, much effort to confront racism has focused 
on individual prejudice. While it is important that individuals 
work to transform their consciousness, striving to be anti- 
racist, it is important for us to remember that the struggle 
to end white supremacy is a struggle to change a system, a 
structure. Hodge emphasizes in his book “the problem of 
racism is not prejudice but domination.” For our efforts to 
end white supremacy to be truly effective, individual struggle 
to change consciousness must be fundamentally linked to 
collective effort to transform those structures that reinforce 
and perpetuate white supremacy. 


BEYOND BLACK ONLY 


BONDING BEYOND RACE 


A vw Americans have been at the forefront of the 
struggle to end racism and white supremacy in the 
United States since individual free black immigrants and 
the larger body of enslaved blacks first landed here. Even 
though much of that struggle has been directly concerned 
with the plight of black people, all the gains received from 
civil rights work have had tremendous positive impact on the 
social status of all non-white groups in this country. Bonding 
between enslaved Africans, free Africans, and Native Ameri- 
cans is well documented. Freedom fighters from all groups 
(and certainly there were many traitors in all three groups 
who were co-opted by rewards given by the white power 
structure) understood the importance of solidarity—of strug- 
gling against the common enemy, white supremacy. The 
enemy was not white people. It was white supremacy. 
Organic freedom fighters, both Native and African Ameri- 
can, had no difficulty building coalitions with those white 
folks who wanted to work for the freedom of everyone. 
Those early models of coalition building in the interest of 


196 


BEYOND BLACK ONLY | 197 


dismantling white supremacy are often forgotten. Much has 
happened to obscure that history. The construction of reser- 
vations (many of which were and are located in areas where 
there are not large populations of black people) isolated com- 
munities of Native Americans from black liberation struggle. 
And as time passed both groups began to view one another 
through Eurocentric stereotypes, internalizing white racist as- 
sumptions about the other. Those early coalitions were not 
maintained. Indeed the bonds between African Americans 
struggling to resist racist domination, and all other people of 
color in this society who suffer from the same system, continue 
to be fragile, even as we all remain united by ties, however 
frayed and weakened, forged in shared anti-racist struggle. 
Collectively, within the United States people of color 
strengthen our capacity to resist white supremacy when we 
build coalitions. Since white supremacy emerged here within 
the context of colonization, the conquering and conquest of 
Native Americans, early on it was obvious that Native and 
African Americans could best preserve their cultures by re- 
sisting from a standpoint of political solidarity. The concrete 
practice of solidarity between the two groups has been eroded 
by the divide-and-conquer tactics of racist white power and 
by the complicity of both groups. Native American artist and 
activist of the Cherokee people Jimmie Durham, in his collec- 
tion of essays A Certain Lack of Coherence, talks about the 
sixties as a time when folks tried to regenerate that spirit of 
coalition: “In the 1960s and ’70s American Indian, African- 
American and Puerto Rican activists said, as loudly as they 
could, “This country is founded on the genocide of one people 
and the enslavement of another.’ This statement, hardly argu- 
able, was not much taken up by white activists.” As time 
passed, it was rarely taken up by anyone. Instead the fear that 
one’s specific group might receive more attention has led to 
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greater nationalism, the showing of concern for one’s racial or 
ethnic plight without linking that concern to the plight of 
other non-white groups and their struggles for liberation. 

Bonds of solidarity between people of color are continu- 
ously ruptured by our complicity with white racism. Similarly, 
white immigrants to the United States, both past and present, 
establish their right to citizenship within white supremacist 
society by asserting it in daily life through acts of discrimina- 
tion and assault that register their contempt for and disregard 
of black people and darker-skinned immigrants. Concur- 
rently, darker-skinned immigrants mimic this racist behavior 
in their interactions with black folks. In her editorial “On 
the Backs of Blacks” published in a recent special issue of 
Time magazine Toni Morrison discusses the way white su- 
premacy is reinscribed again and again as immigrants seek 
assimilation into this society: 


All immigrants fight for jobs and space, and who is there 
to fight but those who have both? As in the fishing 
ground struggle between Texas and Vietnamese shrimpers, 
they displace what and whom they can.... In race talk 
the move into mainstream America always means buying 
into the notion of American blacks as the real aliens. What- 
ever the ethnicity or nationality of the immigrant, his nem- 
esis is understood to be African-American. ... So addictive 
is this ploy that the fact of blackness has been abandoned 
for the theory of blackness. It doesn’t matter anymore 
what shade the newcomer’s skin is. A hostile posture 
toward resident blacks must be struck at the Americaniz- 
ing door before it will open... . 


Often people of color, both those who are citizens and those 
who are recent immigrants, hold black people responsible for 
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the hostility they encounter from whites. It is as though they 
see blacks as acting in a manner that makes things hard for 
everybody else. This type of scapegoating is the mark of the 
colonized sensibility which always blames those victimized 
rather than targeting structures of domination. 

Just as many white Americans deny both the prevalence 
of racism in the United States and the role they play in 
perpetuating and maintaining white supremacy, non-white, 
non-black groups, Native, Asian, Hispanic Americans, all 
deny their investment in anti-black sentiment even as they 
consistently seek to distance themselves from blackness so 
that they will not be seen as residing at the bottom of this 
society's totem pole, in the category reserved for the most 
despised group. Such jockeying for white approval and re- 
ward obscures the way allegiance to the existing social struc- 
ture undermines the social welfare of all people of color. 
White supremacist power is always weakened when people 
of color bond across differences of culture, ethnicity, and 
race. It is always strengthened when we act as though there 
is no continuity and overlap in the patterns of exploitation 
and oppression that affect all our lives. 

To ensure that political bonding to challenge and change 
white supremacy will not be cultivated among diverse groups 
of people of color, white ruling groups pit us against one 
another in a no-win game of “who will get the prize for 
model minority today.” They compare and contrast, affix la- 
bels like “model minority,” define boundaries, and we fall 
into line. Those rewards coupled with internalized racist as- 
sumptions lead non-black people of color to deny the way 
racism victimizes them even as they actively work to disasso- 
ciate themselves from black people. This will to disassociate 
is a gesture of racism. 

Even though progressive people of color consistently cri- 
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tique these standpoints, we have yet to build a contemporary 
mass movement to challenge white supremacy that would 
draw us together. Without an organized collective struggle 
that consistently reminds us of our common concerns, people 
of color forget. Sadly, forgetting common concerns sets the 
stage for competing concerns. Working within the system of 
white supremacy, non-black people of color often feel as 
though they must compete with black folks to receive white 
attention. Some are even angry at what they wrongly perceive 
as a greater concern on the part of the dominant culture for 
the pain of black people. Rather than seeing the attention 
black people receive as linked to the gravity of our situation 
and the intensity of our resistance, they want to make it a 
sign of white generosity and concern. Such thinking is ab- 
surd. If white folks were genuinely concerned about black 
pain, they would challenge racism, not turn the spotlight on 
our collective pain in ways that further suggest that we are 
inferior. Andrew Hacker makes it clear in Two Nations that 
the vast majority of white Americans believe that “members 
of the black race represent an inferior strain of the human 
species.” He adds: “In this view, Africans—and Americans 
who trace their origins to that continent—are seen as lan- 
guishing at a lower evolutionary level than members of other 
races.” Non-black people of color often do not approach 
white attention to black issues by critically interrogating how 
those issues are presented and whose interests these repre- 
sentations ultimately serve. Rather than engaging in a compe- 
tition that sees blacks as winning more goodies from the 
white system than other groups, non-black people of color 
who identify with black resistance struggle recognize the dan- 
ger of such thinking and repudiate it. They are politically 
astute enough to challenge a rhetoric of resistance that is 
based on competition rather than a capacity on the part of 
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non-black groups to identify with whatever progress blacks 
make as being a positive sign for everyone. Until non-black 
people of color define their citizenship via commitment to a 
democratic vision of racial justice rather than investing in the 
dehumanization and oppression of black people, they will 
always act as mediators, keeping black people in check for 
the ruling white majority. Until racist anti-black sentiments 
are let go by other people of color, no transformation of 
white supremacy will take place. Concurrently, when black 
people have internalized white supremacist attitudes and val- 
ues, revealing the same prejudicial feelings towards non- 
black people of color, especially immigrants, and complain 
that these groups are receiving too much attention, they 
undermine freedom struggle. When this happens people 
of color are all acting in complicity with existing exploit- 
ative and oppressive structures. 

As more people of color raise our consciousnesses and 
refuse to be pitted against one another, the forces of neo- 
colonial white supremacist domination must work harder to 
divide and conquer. The most recent effort to undermine 
progressive bonding between people of color is the institu- 
tionalization of “multiculturalism.” Positively, multicultur- 
alism is presented as a corrective to a Eurocentric vision 
of model citizenship wherein white middle-class ideals are 
presented as the norm. Yet this positive intervention is then 
undermined by visions of multiculturalism that suggest every- 
one should live with and identify with their own self- 
contained cultural group. If white supremacist capitalist 
patriarchy is unchanged then multiculturalism within that 
context can only become a breeding ground for narrow na- 
tionalism, fundamentalism, identity politics, and cultural, ra- 
cial, and ethnic separatism. Each separate group will then 
feel that it must protect its own interests by keeping outsid- 
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ers at bay, for the group will always appear vulnerable, its 
power and identity sustained by exclusivity. When people of 
color think this way, white supremacy remains intact. For 
even though demographics in the United States would sug- 
gest that in the future the nation will be more populated by 
people of color, and whites will no longer be the majority 
group, numerical presence will in no way alter white suprem- 
acy if there is no collective organizing, no efforts to build 
coalitions that cross boundaries. Already, the white Christian 
Right is targeting large populations of people of color to 
ensure that the fundamentalist values they want this nation 
to uphold and represent will determine the attitudes and 
values of these groups. The role Eurocentric Christianity has 
played in teaching non-white folks Western metaphysical du- 
alism, the ideology that undergirds binary notions of supe- 
rior/inferior, good/bad, white/black, cannot be ignored. While 
progressive organizations are having difficulty reaching wider 
audiences, the white-dominated Christian Right organizes 
outreach programs that acknowledge diversity and have con- 
siderable influence. Just as the white-dominated Christian 
church in the United States once relied on biblical references 
to justify racist domination and discrimination, it now deploys 
a rhetoric of multiculturalism to invite non-white people to 
believe that racism can be overcome through a shared funda- 
mentalist encounter. Every contemporary fundamentalist 
white male-dominated religious cult in the United States has 
a diverse congregation. People of color have flocked to these 
organizations because they have felt them to be places where 
racism does not exist, where they are not judged on the basis 
of skin color. While the white-dominated mass media focus 
critical attention on black religious fundamentalist groups like 
the Nation of Islam, and in particular Louis Farrakhan, little 
critique is made of white Christian fundamentalist outreach to 
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black people and other people of color. Black Islamic funda- 
mentalism shares with the white Christian Right support for 
coercive hierarchy, fascism, and a belief that some groups are 
inferior and others superior, along with a host of other similari- 
ties. Irrespective of the standpoint, religious fundamentalism 
brainwashes individuals to not think critically or see radical po- 
liticization as a means of transforming their lives. When people 
of color immerse themselves in religious fundamentalism, no 
meaningful challenge and critique of white supremacy can sur- 
face. Participation in a radical multiculturalism in any form is 
discouraged by religious fundamentalism. 

Progressive multiculturalism that encourages and promotes 
coalition building between people of color threatens to dis- 
rupt white supremacist organization of us all into competing 
camps. However, this vision of multiculturalism is continually 
undermined by greed, one group wanting rewards for itself 
even at the expense of other groups. It is this perversion of 
solidarity the authors of Night Vision address when they 
assert: “While there are different nationalities, races and gen- 
ders in the U.S., the supposedly different cultures in multi- 
culturalism don’t like to admit what they have in common, 
the glue of it all—parasitism. Right now, there’s both anger 
among the oppressed and a milling around, edging up to the 
next step but uncertain what it is fully about, what it means. 
The key is the common need to break with parasitism.” A 
progressive politics of solidarity that embraces both a broad- 
based identity politics which acknowledges specific cultural 
and ethnic legacies, histories, etc. as it simultaneously pro- 
motes a recognition of overlapping cultural traditions and 
values as well as an inclusive understanding of what is gained 
when people of color unite to resist white supremacy is the 
only way to ensure that multicultural democracy will become 


a reality. 


KEEPING A LEGACY 
OF SHARED STRUGGLE 


ecently teaching women’s studies courses for two 

months at a European university, engaging in intense 
discussions about race and racism, I found myself speaking 
much more about anti-Semitism than I ever did in the 
United States. Emphasizing connections between the global 
development of anti-Semitism and anti-black racism, I often 
referred to Ronald Sanders’s book Lost Tribes and Promised 
Lands: The Origins of American Racism. Within the Euro- 
pean context to talk of white supremacy one must necessarily 
look at the history of Jews (white and non-white) in the 
world and make sense of that history in relationship to the 
development of racist thinking about black people. These 
discussions led me to reflect often on the growing antagonism 
between white Jewish people and black folks in the United 
States. (There are black Jews either by birth or conversion. 
To respect their culture and faith throughout this essay when 
I am speaking about white Jews that is the term I will use. 
Usually folks refer solely to the experiences of white Jews 
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lie, when scholars and writers talk about the relationship 
between blacks and Jews].) 

I remember heated arguments in classrooms at Oberlin 
when black students would talk about white people and white 
culture and Jewish students would speak out and insist that 
they not be included in this category of whiteness. What 
these discussions always revealed was that we lacked a com- 
plex language to talk about white Jewish identity in the 
United States and its relationship to blackness and black 
identity. It was hard and painful for some Jewish students to 
acknowledge that in a white supremacist society like the 
United States where race/ethnicity is often defined solely by 
skin color, the fact of whiteness can subsume allegiance to 
Jewish identity, religion, etc. and overdetermine one’s actions 
in daily life, or how one is treated. To some extent these 
students believe so deeply in the notion of democracy and 
individual rights that they are convinced that if they choose 
not to identify as “white” no one will see them that way. 
Their fierce denial of any allegiance or participation in con- 
structions of whiteness seemed to evoke an equally fierce 
desire on the part of black students to insist that not only 
was the fact of whiteness more obvious than Jewishness, but 
that it was the denial of this reality that made it possible for 
Jewish students to be complicit with racism and remain un- 
aware of the nature of that participation. When such conflicts 
arise it is always useful to send students to read Yours in 
Struggle: Three Feminist Perspectives on Anti-Semitism and 
Racism, especially the sections by Elly Bulkin. 

In her section Bulkin asserts that she assumes that “all 
non-Jews, even those without institutional power, have inter- 
nalized the norm of anti-Semitism in this culture and are 
capable of being anti-Semitic, whether through hostility or 
ignorance.” Agreeing with this assumption, I have always 
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deemed it significant that Bulkin chose to highlight that we 
are all capable of anti-Semitic thought and action, rather than 
to assert as some folks do that we are all “naturally” anti- 
Semitic because we are born into an anti-Semitic culture. By 
focusing on our “capability,” she reminds us that we are 
able to act in ways that fundamentally resist and oppose anti- 
Semitism. Growing up in the segregated South the fundamen- 
tal lesson that I was taught via the black Baptist church was that 
Jews all over the world had suffered exploitation and oppres- 
sion, that we identified with them and took their struggle to be 
our own because of shared experience. Most importantly, we 
were taught that anti-Semitism and anti-black racism were fun- 
damentally connected. One could not be raised in hard-core 
Klan country and not be aware of this connection. It was deeply 
embedded in our consciousness as southern blacks that we had 
to oppose anti-Semitism—always. 

Given these teachings, we knew as children that white 
Jews born and raised in the South often suffered at the hands 
of white supremacists. We also knew that in high school it 
bolstered the image of the “Jew” in the eves of white su- 
premacists when white Jewish students would make a point 
of acting in a racist way towards black folks. Like us, many 
of these young Jews had been taught in the context of home 
and religious experience to identify with the oppressed, and 
therefore to recognize their connections with black folks. So 
early on, we all experienced contradictions in how we 
thought and how we behaved. Jewish white students who 
might be the most racist in front of other southern white 
folks might in a different context act in a non-racist manner. 
When we “reported” these contradictions in our segregated 
religious contexts, we were taught that no matter the actions 
of individual Jews, we were called by our faith and our des- 
tiny as a people to stand in solidarity with them. 
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Perhaps it was solely due to the backwoods provincial na- 
ture of my region and upbringing, but it was not until I left 
the South for college that I first heard black folks make 
anti-Semitic remarks. These were northern black folks who 
behaved and acted in ways that were completely alien to me. 
Indeed, it was those early years of college that shook up my 
notions of monolithic black identity. I learned that not all 
black folks thought the same way or shared the same values. 
And I learned that we did not always think alike on the 
subject of the relationship between blacks and Jews. I 
learned that not all black people were Christians. I learned 
this from the followers of Elijah Muhammad who sold their 
papers and spread their teachings on campus. And it was 
there as an undergraduate that I developed deep friendships 
and political alliances with young white Jews. Then, we did 
not feel that there was a need to define the nature of our 
solidarity; we accepted the bonds of history, a continuum of 
shared struggle. It was only when we began to look beyond 
our small circles of intimacy and fellowship that we had to 
think critically about the relationship between blacks and 
white Jews. Within feminist circles we focused our discus- 
sions on the relationships among women, not directing them 
to a larger audience. This may be why folks act as though 
women thinkers have no worthwhile perspectives to offer on 
the subject. Usually when relations between “blacks and 
Jews” are talked about what is really evoked is the relation- 
ship between black men and white Jewish men. 

The discussion of black-Jewish relationships in the United 
States has mainly been an exchange between male thinkers. 
It has often been dominated by northern voices. Yours in 
Struggle was published in 1984 and it did not lead to a 
growth of literature by black women (some of whom are 
Jewish) and white Jewish women. It was impossible to read 
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Henry Louis Gates’s recent New York Times editorial “Black 
Demagogues and Pseudo-Scholars” and not notice that all 
the critical thinkers mentioned are male. However, I assume 
that he includes black females when he asserts: “While anti- 
Semitism is generally on the wane in this country, it has 
been on the rise among black Americans. A recent survey 
finds not only that blacks are twice as likely as whites to hold 
anti-Semitic views but—significantly—that it is among the 
younger and more educated blacks that anti-Semitism is most 
pronounced.” This assertion is dangerously provocative. I 
wanted to know how, when, and who had conducted such a 
survey. And whether or not this was equally true for blacks 
in different regions—if there were any differences of opin- 
ions based on gender. Unlike Gates, I do not believe that 
anti-Semitism is on the wane in this country. Anyone who 
has followed the campaign of David Duke and the rise in 
white supremacist groups would do well to question such an 
assertion. Since I see anti-Semitism as connected to anti- 
black racism, which is on the rise, I can only assume that 
anti-Semitism is also gaining new ground. From my perspec- 
tive, it is precisely the rise in conservative thinking that advo- 
cates and supports white supremacy that has created a 
climate where anti-Semitism and racism are both flourishing. 

In his piece Gates paints a graphically harsh portrait of 
black anti-Semitism that does not include a concomitant pic- 
ture of black resistance to anti-Semitism. By so doing he 
runs the risk of further perpetuating a schism between blacks 
and Jews. Though his critique of recent black anti-Semitic 
thought and his citing of specific scholars is useful, his article 
tends to construct a monolithic black community that can be 
and is easily duped by outspoken black males (mostly self- 
appointed leaders) who are pushing anti-Semitic thinking. 
And even though Gates cites work written by white males 
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as central to the development of anti-Semitic thought among 
some blacks, he does not identify them as “white” influences, 
which really does distort the issue. There is a profound link 
between white fascism in this society and black fascism, 
white conservatism and black conservatism. Black folks who 
are anti-Semitic are not just under the influence of “crazed” 
black male leaders; they are also guided by the anti-Semitism 
that is rampant in the culture as a whole. To refuse to see 
this as a force that shapes the thinking of conservative black 
folks, in conjunction with that anti-Semitic teaching that is 
an aspect of some Afrocentric thought, is to fail to under- 
stand the problem. And if we do not accurately name how 
anti-Semitism is taught to young black minds we will not be 
able to honestly confront, challenge, and change the situa- 
tion. Concurrently, if black anti-Semitism is to be eradicated 
and not merely evoked in ways that pit one group of black 
folks against another, that make one group of black folks the 
“darlings” among white Jews and another the “enemy,” we 
must create critical spaces for dialogue where the aim is not 
to cast “blame” but to look more deeply at why two groups 
that should and must maintain solidarity are drifting apart. 
In my classrooms I can see that one of the primary ten- 
sions between young educated black students (some of whom 
are Jewish) and white Jews is engendered by the feeling 
(whether rooted in fact or fantasy) on the part of blacks that 
many Jews who have class privilege, who are able to use 
white-skin privilege in a white supremacist society like this 
one, no longer identify with the oppressed (if they ever did) 
and more importantly often act in a “colonizing” manner in 
relation to black experience. As with other black folks in the 
larger society who no longer see Jews as allies in struggle, 
they feel the legacy of solidarity has been betrayed. Contrary 


to the Gates piece, they see Jews as breaking that connection 
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in the interest of further assimilation into mainstream white 
culture. Their hostility at this perceived betrayal is often ex- 
pressed via anti-Semitic comments. Yet, when probed, I find 
they do not see the dangerous connection between making 
these comments and complicity with those who would insti- 
tutionalize exploitation and oppression of Jews globally. Not 
only do they not recognize how systems of domination are 
maintained, they are ignorant of the ways those of us who 
are relatively “powerless” can act as agents upholding forms 
of oppression inimical to our own interest. 

However wrong-minded, it is not surprising that black 
youth, many of whom are from materially privileged back- 
grounds, who feel their chances of gaining economic success 
are continually thwarted by systems of racial injustice make 
the mistake of targeting their rage at white Jews. This is part 
of the way racism works—it is easier to “scapegoat” Jews 
(especially when one has concrete racist encounters) than 
to target larger structures of white supremacy. To seriously 
challenge this anti-Semitism we must have a better knowl- 
edge of institutionalized white supremacy. That includes con- 
sciously understanding the way white supremacist culture 
promotes black anti-Semitism. For example, from whom do 
young black folks get the notion that Jews control Holly- 
wood? This stereotype trickles down from mainstream white 
culture. It is just one of many. In his New York Times article, 
Gates never acknowledges a link between white Christian 
fundamentalism that perpetuates anti-Semitic thinking and 
the fundamentalist thinking of narrow black nationalists. It 
is a distortion of reality to act as though any form of black 
anti-Semitism, however virulent, exists in isolation from the 
anti-Semitism that is learned whenever anyone absorbs with- 
out question the values of mainstream white culture, values 
that are taught via mass media, etc. 
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Indeed, if we were to investigate why masses of black 
youth all over the United States know who Louis Farrakhan 
is, or Leonard Jeffries, we would probably find that white- 
dominated mass media have been the educational source, 
not those black bookstores that Gates writes about. Again I 
want to state strongly that the anti-Semitism expressed by 
such leaders in public forums is irrevocably linked to the 
anti-Semitism of those whites who provide the forums but 
who are not overtly spreading anti-Semitic thinking. It would 
be a grave mistake for white Jewish readers of the Gates 
piece to come away imagining that the group that they must 
see as enemies and armor themselves against is young edu- 
cated black folks, or black people in general. It is significant 
that narrow nationalist black leaders who push anti-Semitic 
thought tend to also push sexist domination of women. The 
majority are male unless they are the female followers of 
Farrakhan. It would have been interesting had the Gates 
piece raised the question of gender for it is not apparent 
whether black women, young and old, educated or not, are 
as taken with the black male scholars and leaders he identi- 
fies as spreading anti-Semitic thinking as are black males. 

The only black woman mentioned in the Gates piece is 
evoked as a figure of ridicule. Referred to as the “dread- 
locked woman” who spoke “angrily” at a dialogue between 
blacks and white Jews saying to one of the white female 
organizers: “I don’t want an apology. I want reparations. 
Forty acres and a mule, plus interest.” Whether one is speak- 
ing in a heated manner to an audience that includes white 
Jews or not, why is the rage of black folks about white su- 
premacy made to appear ridiculous, even if the direction that 
rage is targeted at is not an appropriate one? Surprisingly, 
even though Gates evokes Martin Luther King to emphasize 
the need for us all to remember that white Jews and black 
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Americans are “caught in an inescapable network of mutual- 
ity,” this understanding does not lead to the recognition that 
since both groups are accountable for perpetuating conflict, 
hostility, and xenophobic/racist thinking about the other, then 
both groups must work to create the space for dialogue and 
reconciliation. 

Many black folks want white Jews to confront and change 
their racism. Elly Bulkin writes passionately and honestly 
about the need for white Jews to confront anti-black racism, 
acknowledging that “we do not yet know how to raise the 
issues of Jewish oppression and racism in the best possible 
way, or, given the history and complexity of both, in ways 
that will assure us not only that we have done it well, but 
that we are likely to be heard.” The existence of Jewish 
racism does not justify or excuse black anti-Semitism. How- 
ever, to honestly name and assume accountability for it does 
heighten our awareness that not all Jews have been or are 
friends and allies to black folks. It allows us to face the reality 
that there are real circumstances in which Jewish racism 
manifested in daily life encounters leads some black folks to 
see white Jews as enemies and to imagine that they gain 
power over this threat by expressing anti-Semitic thought. 
Gates suggests that “many Jews are puzzled by the recrudes- 
cence of black anti-Semitism in view of the historic alliance” 
but he does not respond to this puzzlement by sharing that 
it is for some black folks a defense against anti-black racism 
on the part of Jews. 

Solidarity between blacks and white Jews must be mutual. 
It cannot be based on a notion of black people as needy 
victims that white Jews “help.” It cannot be based on grati- 
tude extended by blacks to white Jews for those historical 
moments when they have been steadfast comrades in strug- 
gle furthering black liberation. It has to be rooted in a recog- 
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nition on the part of both groups of shared history, shared 
struggle, and the ways in which our past and future destinies 
both connect and diverge. It has to be rooted in an ongoing 
political recognition that white supremacy relies on the main- 
tenance of anti-black racism and anti-Semitism, hence there 
will never be a time when these two struggles will not be 
connected. No matter how many or how strong the ties Jew- 
ish political parties make with white South Africa, thereby 
condoning the maintenance of white supremacy, this reality 
will remain. Wherever there is white supremacy, there will 
be anti-Semitism and racism. 

The failure of blacks and white Jews to engage in critical 
dialogue that does not reflect prevailing racist hierarchy has 
meant that it is unclear in what context either group can be 
critical of the other without being labeled racist or anti- 
Semitic. Where is the context where blacks can come 
together with white Jews and talk critically about Jewish ap- 
propriation and commodification of black culture? Where is 
the context where Jews can come together with black non- 
Jews and talk about the sense of betrayal of a historical legacy 
of solidarity? What is the context in which black people can 
be critical of Zionist policies that condone the colonization 
and exploitation of Palestinians? Where is the context in 
which Jews can question black folks about our attitudes and 
opinions about Israel, about Jewish nationalism? Unless these 
contexts exist we will not be able to create the kind of critical 
thinking and writing that can challenge and transform black 
anti-Semitism or white Jewish racism. Targeting our critiques 
solely at anti-Semitic black leaders (who represent a small 
fragment of black populations) does not enable masses of 
blacks and white Jews to understand both the historical and 
present-day connections among the growth of white suprem- 
acy, the development of anti-Semitic thought and practice 
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globally, and the spread of anti-black racism. It is this knowl- 
edge that would enable folks from both groups to understand 
why solidarity between us must be nurtured and sustained. 

Black people are not more responsible for eradicating 
strains of anti-Semitism in black life than in the culture as a 
whole. However, we must stand against anti-Semitism wher- 
ever we encounter it. It is the task facing any of us who 
work for freedom. To honor our bond of inescapable mutual- 
ity, black people and white Jews must share in the collective 
work of creating theory and practice that can counter the 
anti-Semitic biases of the culture, in whatever location those 
biases speak themselves. Working to eradicate anti-Semitism 
we are equally working to end racism. 


WHERE IS THE LOVE 


POLITICAL BONDING BETWEEN 
BLACK AND WHITE WOMEN 


A ridiculous as it may seem, I was thrilled to be asked 
to appear on a popular talk show as the “expert” on 
the topic of whether or not black women and white women 
can be friends. My pleasure emerged from the assumption 
that it is crucial for those of us who advocate progressive 
politics, an end to racist and sexist domination, to make our 
voices heard. When I arrived at the television station, I found 
that even though I had answered an unequivocal yes to the 
question of whether white and black women can be friends, 
with the added comment that interviews and discussions with 
folks had shown that for the most part we are not friends, I 
was viewed as hostile to the idea. As the show began taping, 
whenever I spoke about some of the negative ways white 
women and black women perceive each other and interact 
with one another, I was yelled at by an audience of black 
and white folks who were insisting that nothing I was saying 
was accurate. When I suggested that one could travel all 
around the United States and sit in shopping malls and the 
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group one would not see hanging out together would be 
white fernales and black females, the audience responded 
negatively. Vehemently shouting their disagreement, they 
were not willing to engage the idea that serious barriers sepa- 
rate us from one another. 

When a young white woman from Alabama attempted to 
share her failed experience of befriending a black woman 
neighbor who not only rejected her overtures but was consis- 
tently hostile, the audience refused to listen to her articulate 
the problems which exist between the two groups. An indi- 
vidual black woman who felt that there could not be friend- 
ship between white and black fernales described how her 
friendship with a white woman ended in betrayal when the 
latter chose a white boyfriend who would not accept a white 
girlfriend’s having black friends; the audience responded by 
telling her she should not generalize from one experience. 
Then the studio brought on a mystery guest, a white woman 
active in the Nazi party who shared her belief that black 
females are inferior manlike subhumans who have nothing 
in common with their white counterparts. At this point the 
audience went berserk. The taping of the program stopped 
and it was not aired. Throughout the taping both the audi- 
ence and the other participants had difficulty focusing on the 
topic. They kept wanting to talk about race and racism in 
more general ways. At this point, I suggested that the refusal 
to take the topic seriously was in itself an indication of the 
way sexist and racist thinking merge to create a context 
where this subject could not be taken seriously or discussed 
respectfully. Ironically, even though the audience was eager 
to insist that white women and black women are friends, the 
fact remains that this same audience was not able to see 
those friendships as worthy of attention and discussion. They 
insisted on changing the subject. 


O n 
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Prior to appearing at the taping, I spoke with a number 


of people across race, gender, and geographic location about 
the show. In every case they responded by saying the topic 
was “silly” or “stupid.” Across many boundaries of identity, 
class, and lived experience, folks insisted that this topic was 
not important because it is obvious that the two groups are 
friends. In fact, friendships between white and black women 
are not common. Not much about patterns of bonding across 
race in American life suggests that black females and white 
females find it at all easy to socialize with one another or 
bond as friends. Most people seem to be in denial about 
how few bonds of affection and ties bind black and white 
women together. 

Feminist movement is the one political location where 
bonding between black women and white women has been 
raised as an important political issue. When there were only a 
few black women active in the movement, lack of connection 
between the two groups was mainly raised around the issue 
of absence of diversity at feminist gatherings. However, as 
more black women joined the movement, recognition of a 
lack of connection was given more serious attention. A com- 
monly heard complaint from white women organizers was 
that they were unable to attract black women to meetings. 
When I first became active in feminist movement, I joined 
the struggle in conjunction with young white female college- 
student peers. Amid civil rights struggle, black power move- 
ment, and anti-war protest, we were collectively trying to 
educate ourselves for critical consciousness so that we would 
be aware of progressive political agendas. Like many individ- 
ual black women who received scholarships at predominantly 
white institutions, I moved in a circle of friends and asso- 
ciates that were white. We were not trying to ignore the 
history of racism in the United States, the way it had created 


218 | KILLING RAGE 


a structure of social apartheid. We wanted to face the issues 
and make a world where there was no racism, where we 
could choose our friends based on shared sensibility rather 
than factors of race. We spent hours talking about our differ- 
ences, working hard to create friendships that we felt were 
revolutionary because they were in opposition to the status 
quo. We were concerned with creating the social conditions 
which would allow white and black women to be close, con- 
ditions which had emerged in civil rights struggle, in femi- 
nist movement. 

Now, after more than twenty years of active engagement 
with feminist movement, it is more evident to me than it 
was years ago that there are many barriers preventing black 
females and white females from forming close ties in white 
supremacist capitalist patriarchy. A major barrier has consis- 
tently been the fact that individual white women tend to be 
more unaware than their black female counterparts of the 
way the history of racism in the United States has institution- 
alized structures of racial apartheid that were meant to keep 
these two groups apart. First, there was the race/class under- 
standing that the role of black females was to be that of 
servant and of white females that of the served. That servant/ 
served paradigm continued as black women entered all are- 
nas of the workforce since white women were usually posi- 
tioned higher. Second, there was the racist/sexist division of 
sexual competition for men that deemed white women more 
desirable, more worthy of respect and regard than black 
women. These two major differences in positionality have 
had profound impact on interracial relationships between the 
two groups. To begin with they destroy the grounding of 
trust that is needed for bonding. They create fear on the 
part of black females that white females only want to assert 
power over us. Concurrently, white females often fear that 
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black females are more capable, stronger, and if given equal 
opportunity will surpass them and vengefully assert power 
over them. 

Struggle for power within the existing white supremacist 
capitalist patriarchal structure makes it difficult for black 
and white females who have not made a profound commit- 
ment to solidarity to forge constructive, mutually satisfying 
bonds. Within feminist movement, many of us approached 
the barriers between the two groups by engaging a process 
of education for critical consciousness that aimed to teach 
all of us how institutionalized racism overdetermines pat- 
terns of social relations. Many white women did not under- 
stand how white supremacist privilege allowed them to act 
in the role of oppressor and/or exploiter in relation to black 
females. To grow in awareness they had to interrogate the 
ways they use white privilege, the racist/sexist ways their 
perceptions of black females shape their interactions. While 
black females were more willing to express the legacy of 
hostility and rage we hold towards white women due to 
their complicity with white supremacy and with acts of ra- 
cial assault and aggression towards us, it was hard for many 
of us to let those feelings go and establish within ourselves 
a space for trust. Many black females active in feminist 
movement felt that the moment they allowed themselves to 
open up, white females betrayed their confidence. White 
females often felt that they could not “please” black females 
and were unable to see that the point of bonding in sister- 
hood was not to “please” us—a desire which conjures up 
sexist/racist fantasies of subordination wherein the more 
“feminine” subject works to gain the favor of the dominant, 
more masculine subject—but to relate to us from a position 
of awareness and respect. 


Individual black and white females who forged bonds 
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found that we did so by first educating ourselves for critical 
consciousness and by studying the specific history of social 
relations between the two groups in white supremacist capi- 
talist patriarchy. That history showed time and time again 
the role betrayal played as a recurring motif in black and 
white female interactions—whether it was nineteenth- 
century betrayal, when white women wanted rights for them- 
selves while accepting the exclusion of and denial of rights 
to black females and all black people, or the betrayals 
through time that involved white females’ overvaluation of 
black males. To explore and understand the reasons individ- 
ual nineteenth-century white women leaders chose to social- 
ize with black male leaders, invite them to their homes, even 
as they shunned intimate contact with black women, we had 
to look at the convergence of patriarchy and white suprem- 
acy. We looked at the place of sexual competition and desire 
for male favor. We looked at how in order to appeal to white 
racist men, white women often refused to allow black women 
to organize around feminist issues with men. Those appeals 
could not be made if they were simultaneously challenging 
sexism and racism. Tensions between white females’ desire 
for equal rights within the existing structure and their desire 
to bond with black females intensified as the struggle to end 
sexism and racism progressed. 

By the time civil rights became a pressing issue, many 
white females entered the movement without once interro- 
gating the ways they related to black females or black people 
in general. While black males were comfortable mediating 
white female racism by the assertion of male privilege and 
sexual domination (i.e., black men in the movement “subor- 
dinating” white women by sleeping with them), black females 
often felt that they were placed in the role of “mammy.” 
Radical white girls came to them for guidance and advice 
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without seeing that their “mammification” of black females 
was an extension of the servant/served paradigm. They were 
not divesting of white supremacy, of racist stereotypes, they 
were merely refiguring them (i.e., not wanting a black woman 
to clean her house, but wanting a black woman to caretake her 
soul). It is rare to read an account of interaction between white 
and black females in civil rights and black power struggle that 
documents mutual caretaking between the two groups. The 
real-life stories of that interaction suggest that black females 
often felt contempt towards white females because they per- 
ceived them to be dependent, childlike, in need of support 
and nurturance. As a child I remember hearing black women 
express contempt for white womanhood. They often de- 
clared, “I’ve never met a white woman over the age of twelve 
that I could respect.” Growing up, I understood that black 
women (like my mother, who cleaned in white homes) often 
felt that white women were unable to assume responsibility 
for themselves or anyone else, and this was disgusting to that 
group of women who were subordinated to them. Even in 
cases where black women gave the desired nurturance, they 
had repressed resentment. That resentment intensified when 
the issue became sexual competition across lines of sexual 
practice. 

Studying this powerful history within feminist circles, it 
was clear to individual black and white women that sister- 
hood could not emerge between us if we did not assume 
accountability for our roles in either sustaining racist think- 
ing and action or nurturing conflict by holding onto mistrust 
and contempt. We had to take our understanding of the 
history of our social relations and relate it to our contempo- 
rary lives. As black women we had to look at the nature of 
the legacy of contempt and disrespect for white women and 
be willing to see them no longer through the lens of the 


222 | KILLING RAGE 


past but recognize them as nondependent and capable. 
White women seemed to find it much harder to surrender 
their longing to engage in “mammification,” to have us take 
care of them, to serve them. Yet it was only as individual 
white women could respect our thoughts and our capacity 
for leadership that we could work together as comrades 
and/or friends. Simultaneously, individual black women had 
to divest of internalized racist thinking that often led them 
to assume the role of caretaker, “mammy,” and then feel 
resentful. Most importantly, bonds were made only by those 
individual women who were willing to interrogate them- 
selves honestly. 

Unfortunately, the vast majority of white and black 
women in feminist movement did not commit themselves 
to forging bonds. Even though some white women broke 
through racist/sexist denial and came to an understanding 
of their role in perpetuating racism, they were not willing 
to give up the privileges extended them by white suprem- 
acy. The divisions created by a gap in understanding were 
being sustained by white female investment in gaining 
power by any means necessary. Individual black women 
were deeply discouraged when we had to face the reality 
that opportunism and the lust to wield power over others 
so easily undermined commitment to feminist solidarity. 
This lack of integrity has led many black females to regard 
with suspicion feminist bonding with white women. How- 
ever, the overall failure of feminist movement to challenge 
racism, sexism, and class elitism in ways that would make 
it possible for women to bond across difference does not 
mean that feminist thinking is not needed. More than any 
other progressive political agenda, revolutionary feminist 
movement has created a context where bonding between 
black and white women is a primary agenda. Such bonding 
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is possible only if the two groups are willing to undergo 
processes of education for critical consciousness that sup- 
port changes in thinking and behavior. 

Women who genuinely convert to feminist thinking give 
up their sexist ways of thinking about other females, an in- 
vestment in sexist behavior that condones and perpetuates 
competition. It is this repudiation of competition as the only 
possible point of contact between women that clears the 
ground so that seeds of friendship and solidarity can be 
planted. When individual black and white females attempt 
to build bonds without divesting of this will to compete, 
there is usually a rupture of closeness. Competition fosters 
distrust. But the moment white and black females refuse to 
compete with one another an important intervention hap- 
pens: the existing sexist/racist structure is disrupted. If that 
will to compete is replaced with a longing to know one an- 
other, a context for bonding can emerge. 

Within white supremacist capitalist patriarchy, we are con- 
stantly told by mass media, by books, that it is contact be- 
tween white females and black males that is still taboo. In 
reality these two groups find it relatively easy to cross bound- 
aries and create bonds. Black and white women usually con- 
nect with each other only in the workforce. Though the two 
groups may work well together, and even be sociable during 
lunch hours, they rarely establish ties of friendship that ex- 
tend beyond work. More than any other body of literature, 
lesbian writing has highlighted the tensions of interracial 
bonding between white and black women. From a white les- 
bian southern standpoint, Mab Segrest’s recent book Memoir 
of a Race Traitor gives a detailed account of her relationship 
with a black straight woman friend that includes dialogue 
between the two women as they retrospectively critique their 
friendship. Interviewing women, I often found that white 
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women were more eager to know black women than vice 
versa. Most black women expressed fear that too much close- 
ness with white women would lead to an overstepping of 
boundaries. Among heterosexual women, there is a mutual 
fear on the part of both groups that the men of their race 
might be sexually attracted to and tempted by the presence 
of a woman from a different race. A conversion to feminist 
thinking would decenter the obsession with male regard and 
make significant the regard in which women hold one 
another. 

If white and black women were collectively working to 
change society so that we could know one another better 
and be able to offer acknowledgment and respect, then we 
would be playing a major role in ending racism. As long as 
white and black women are content with living separately in 
a state of psychic social apartheid, racism will not change. 
If women willingly allow racist/sexist thinking to shape our 
relationships with one another, we cannot blame patriarchy 
for keeping us apart. Interrogating female xenophobia (fear 
of difference) must be a significant part of future struggles 
to end racism and sexism. 

Throughout the history of struggles to end racism in the 
United States, men have been heralded as the primary lead- 
ers. Everyone in our society is more familiar with the names 
of Martin Luther King and Malcolm X than Septima Clark 
and Fannie Lou Hamer. From slavery to the present day, 
individual white and black women have dared to break with 
white supremacy and patriarchy to make a space for friend- 
ship and political solidarity. Contemporary black and white 
females active in resistance struggle tend not to emphasize 
the importance of this bonding even though any examina- 
tion of the relationship between the two groups will indicate 
how far our society has progressed in the struggle to end 
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racism. At this point in time we need to build a body of 
literature that will both acknowledge the political signifi- 
cance of bonds between white and black women as well 
as document the process in which those ties influence the 
direction of progressive politics, particularly the struggle to 
end racism. 


BLACK INTELLECTUALS 


CHOOSING SIDES 


hroughout much of our history in the United States, 

African Americans have been taught to value educa- 
tion—to believe that it is necessary for racial uplift, one of 
the means by which we can redress wrongs engendered by 
institutionalized racism. The belief that education was a way 
to intervene in white supremacist assumptions that black 
folks were intellectually inferior, more body than mind, was 
challenged when unprecedented numbers of black students 
entered colleges and universities, graduated with degrees, 
yet found that racist assumptions remained intact. It was 
challenged by the reality of racial assimilation—the creation 
of a cultural context wherein those educated black folks who 
had “made it” often internalized white supremacist thinking 
about blackness. Rather than intervening in the status quo, 
assimilated educated black folks often became the gatekeep- 
ers, mediating between the racist white power structure and 
that larger mass of black folks who were continually as- 
saulted, exploited, and/or oppressed. Nowhere was this trend 
more evident than in colleges and universities. Even histori- 
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cally black colleges upheld white supremacist biases in the 
shaping of curricula, programs of study, and social life. 

When militant black resistance to white supremacy erupted 
in the sixties with the call for black power, the value of 
education was questioned. The ways in which many educated 
black folks acted in complicity with the existing racist struc- 
ture were called out. Even though some black academics 
and/or intellectuals responded to the demand for progressive 
education that would not reflect white supremacist biases, 
the vast majority continued to promote conservative and lib- 
eral notions of assimilation. Against a backdrop wherein black 
academics and/or intellectuals were viewed as “suspect,” as 
potential traitors to the cause of black self-determination, 
young black critical thinkers who saw ourselves as revolution- 
aries entered colleges and universities in the seventies pre- 
pared to do battle. We were there to acquire an education 
but we were not there to passively consume the education 
offered by the colonizer. We were often lone individuals pro- 
foundly isolated, not only from the white world but from the 
world of assimilated conservative blackness that was more 
the norm. 

Unlike insurgent black critical thinker/philosopher Cornel 
West, who cites his experience as an undergraduate at Har- 
vard as the time when he underwent an “intellectual conver- 
sion” because studying there opened “a whole new world of 
ideas,” I made my commitment to intellectual life in the 
segregated black world of my childhood. While I agree with 
West that it is useful “to be connected to a person or subcul- 
ture that has devoted himself, herself or itself to the life of 
the mind,” I do not see this as the only cultural context 
where intellectual quest can be nurtured and sustained. In- 
deed, rampant anti-intellectualism at Stanford University 
threatened to thwart my longing to devote myself to the life 
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of the mind. This environment was an extremely hostile place 
for any black student militantly resisting white supremacy— 
engaging in a process of decolonization. The black scholars 
there who were committed to intellectual life were often 
uninterested in those of us who came from underprivileged- 
class backgrounds, who were not the offspring of the black 
elite, and in most cases were not male. This seemed espe- 
cially true of the small number of radical and politicized 
black male professors. Ironically, my desire to do intellectual 
work had been much more affirmed in the segregated com- 
munity I grew up in than at Stanford University, where I 
encountered not only racist assumptions about the intelli- 
gence of black folks, sexist ideas about female intellectuality, 
and class elitism but also prejudicial attitudes towards south- 
emers. Intellectual work differs from academic work pre- 
cisely because one does not need to undertake a formal 
course of study or strive for degrees to live the life of the 
mind. Despite class, gender, or race, individuals can choose 
intellectual work even if that choice is never affirmed by 
teachers or academic institutions. Formal education can and 
often does enrich an organic intellectual process but it is not 
essential to the making of an intellectual. I did not attend 
college to become an intellectual, nor did I attain a doctorate 
for that reason. These paths led me into the academic profes- 
sion, which is not necessarily a location where intellectual 
work is affirmed. 

Too often we confuse academic and intellectual work. Cer- 
tainly, I entered college naively assuming it would be a place 
where a life of the mind would be affirmed only to discover 
the difference between working to be an academic and doing 
intellectual work. The heart of intellectual work is critical 
engagement with ideas. While one reads, studies, and at 
times writes, a significant part of that work is time spent in 
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contemplation and reflection. Even though an exchange of 
ideas can and does take place in a communal context, there 
is necessarily a private solitary dimension to intellectual work. 
It is that need for time that has often precluded African 
Americans, particularly those among us who grow up without 
class privilege, from becoming intellectuals. Those of us who 
choose intellectual life usually pursue academic careers so 
that we will have time to do our work. My earliest models for 
black intellectual life were not academics; they were writers, 
specifically Lorraine Hansberry and James Baldwin. Unlike 
most black academics I encountered as a student, these writ- 
ers were readers, thinkers, political activists, committed to 
education for critical consciousness; they were individuals ex- 
uding radical openness. They were not narrow-minded. Their 
openness to ideas, to engaging in critical dialogues with di- 
verse audiences, set a powerful example. 

The intellectual work of writers like Baldwin and Hans- 
berry tends to be obscured when discussions of black intel- 
lectual traditions focus on academics or writers who teach in 
university settings. Most black academics (like their white 
and non-white counterparts) are not intellectuals. No unitary 
black intellectual tradition can be developed if black academ- 
ics stubbornly resist acknowledging the work of writers who 
are also major critical thinkers or if attention is only given those 
thinkers who manage to acquire recognition in the white main- 
stream. There are not many African Americans who choose to 
devote themselves to an intellectual life, and those who do who 
are not connected to the academy, who may not publish 
widely or at all, have no visibility. Concurrently, many young 
black intellectuals abandon their zeal for a life of the mind 
in the process of becoming and/or working as academics or 
seeking more financially rewarding occupations. 

Since so few black folks choose to devote themselves to 
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intellectual life, there is no strong intellectual community. 
Black academics and/or intellectuals have the greatest oppor- 
tunity to form bonds with one another. Yet those bonds often 
are established not on the basis of respect for work but rather 
via a process of networking wherein exchanges of favors or 
personal likes and dislikes overdetermine allegiances. The 
competitive hierarchical structure of academe militates 
against the formation of intellectual community based on 
open-minded sharing of ideas. Among marginalized groups, 
like African Americans, the most open-minded individuals 
are more likely to be isolated. That isolation is likely to be 
intensified if their intellectual work is linked to progressive 
politics. 

When I began teaching in the same institution as Cornel 
West, I was able to bond with him and experience the joy 
of intellectual community. Sharing with him both progressive 
politics and a vision of intellectual life was the connection 
that enabled us to write Breaking Bread: Insurgent Black 
Intellectual Life. When I approached him with this project, 
we were both uncertain about whether or not there would 
really be an audience for such a discussion. Our primary 
intent was to affirm the primacy of intellectual work in con- 
temporary African-American life. We wanted to repudiate 
the notion that to become a black intellectual and/or aca- 
demic means that one assimilates and surrenders passionate 
concern with ending white supremacy, with uplifting black 
people. Through this act of intervention we hoped to encour- 
age more black folks to choose intellectual work. 

When I wrote my essay for the book, I was particularly 
interested in exploring the conditions that must exist for 
black females to choose intellectual life. Many black women 
academics often dismiss and devalue intellectual work, partic- 
ularly the work of peers. Even though there are so few of 
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us, competition for mainstream attention, jockeying for male 
approval, or narrow judgmental attitudes tend to pit us 
against one another. In my own life, commitment to feminist 
politics has been the force that challenges me to seek a soli- 
darity and sisterhood with black women that transcends the 
will to compete or engage in petty trashing. When patriarchal 
support of competition between women is coupled with com- 
petitive academic longing for status and influence, black 
women are not empowered to bond on the basis of shared 
commitment to intellectual life or open-minded exchange of 
ideas. Empowered to be hostile towards and policing of one 
another, black female academics and/or intellectuals often 
work to censor and silence one another. This is especially 
the case when dissenting perspectives emerge. Since many 
women in the academy are conservative or liberal in their 
politics, tensions arise between those groups and individuals, 
like myself, who advocate revolutionary politics. 

I was reminded of these splits recently when the confer- 
ence “Black Women in the Academy: Defending Our Name, 
1894-1994” was convened. The brochure for the conference 
introduced it with a statement that read: “Black women have 
come in for a large share of negative criticism in the form 
of both open and coded discourse generated by the Anita 
Hill-Clarence Thomas hearings last year, and political dis- 
course generated by electoral campaigns over the course of 
the last year largely centered on the issue of welfare reform 
and ‘family values.’ These events have generated the most 
intense public consideration of the character and morality of 
Black women this country has witnessed since the 1890's.” I 
found this statement discouraging. Implicitly it suggests that 
black women come to voice, are recognized as meaningful 
presences, only when we are granted visibility by white- 
dominated mass media, that it is this public’s recognition that 


232 | KILLING RAGE 


is worthy of debate and response. Such a statement deflects 
attention away from the work black women continually do 
to bring our concerns to public attention. That black women 
academics would gather under a rubric that suggests we 
come to “defend our name” rather than to proclaim and 
celebrate our academic and/or intellectual work was trou- 
bling. Politically, I rejected the public premise of this confer- 
ence. It embraced a rhetoric and positionality of victimhood 
without problematizing this stance. It tacitly assumed that 
black women would all identify our circumstances with those 
individuals who were being highlighted by mainstream politi- 
cal culture. Although I longed to be among a gathering of 
black women from various disciplines, I knew that my pres- 
ence would not have been welcomed by those participants 
who wanted more than anything to have the conference su- 
perficially project a unitary vision of black women in the 
academy. There was nothing in the prefatory statement that 
acknowledged diversity of opinion or political affiliations. The 
demand for a unitary vision leads to the exclusion of voices, 
the silencing of dissent. Exclusion is one way to punish those 
whose views are not deemed correct or acceptable. Fear of 
isolation serves to check individual black women’s critical 
thought and curtails their interest in progressive politics. 
Black women in the academy, who are busy defending their 
name, may not be at all interested in engaging in rigorous 
intellectual discussion and debate. To a grave extent black 
female intellectuals with progressive politics are assailed from 
all sides. We confront white supremacy, as well as the sexism 
of black people (especially black men) which continues to 
overvalue black male intellectuals and undervalue the work 
of black females, even as we then find ourselves rejected by 
individual black women with more conservative politics who 
either feel threatened or assume a policing role in order to 
silence diverse perspectives. 
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Lack of solidarity and intellectual community among black 
women leaves us particularly vulnerable in relation to highly 
competitive sexist black male thinkers who see themselves as 
the movers and shakers defining black intellectual tradition. 
Much of their scholarship is written as though they read 
none of the work of black women critical thinkers. Seeing 
themselves as shaping the tradition, these black males often 
assign black female thinkers supportive roles. Subordinating 
our work to that of powerful males, they attempt to keep in 
place racialized sexist hierarchies that deem their work more 
valuable. This thinking persists even though the work of an 
individual black woman thinker may be much more well 
read, reaching a much more diverse audience than compara- 
ble work by male counterparts. Black male thinkers act in 
complicity with a white power structure wherein sexist think- 
ing supports devaluing black women as critical thinkers even 
as that same structure acknowledges the power and excel- 
lence of black women’s fiction writing. When it comes to 
nonfiction writing, white-dominated mass media often make 
no distinction between individual black women based on our 
work. We are often lumped together so that if a representa- 
tive is desired any one will do. Major magazines and newspa- 
pers that seek out the opinions of black male thinkers who 
are deemed important because of their work act as though 
any black female voice will do, the assumption being that 
none of our voices is particularly distinct or deserving of 
attention based on the specific nature of our work. Unfortu- 
nately, collectively black women intellectuals (as distinct from 
black women academics) do not produce a substantial body 
of work that would serve as an intervention challenging the 
assumption that we are merely following behind male think- 
ers. Often black males define the nature of public discourse 
about the role of the black intellectual in ways that deflect 
attention away from individual black female thinkers whose 
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work may be more exemplary in its connection of theory and 
practice, in its engagement with progressive politics. 

When I have participated in discussions about the role of 
black intellectuals convened by male thinkers, there has been 
a refusal to acknowledge those of us who do not passively 
embrace the assumption that our work fails to reach a diverse 
audience of black folks, that there is necessarily a gap be- 
tween intellectual work and progressive political activism. In- 
tellectual work can itself be a gesture of political activism if 
it challenges us to know in ways that counter and oppose 
existing epistemologies (ways of knowing) that keep us colo- 
nized, subjugated, etc. Intellectual work has that potential 
only if the individual is committed to a progressive political 
vision of social change. All too often we invest in a unitary 
model of “the” black intellectual. Yet the nature of our intel- 
lectual work and its meaning is overdetermined by our 
politics. 

As an African-American intellectual who has never felt that 
intellectual work separated me either from my segregated 
poor and working-class community and family of origin or 
from masses of ordinary black people, I understand that a 
false dichotomy has been constructed in our culture that 
socializes us to believe that the work of black intellectuals 
will necessarily estrange us from blackness. Many of us are 
socialized to embrace this dichotomy, to see it as “natural” 
and embrace it without interrogation. Black intellectuals who 
choose to do work that addresses the needs and concerns of 
black liberation struggle, of black folks seeking to decolonize 
their minds and imaginations, will find no separation has to 
exist between themselves and other black people from vari- 
ous class backgrounds. This does not mean that our work 
will be embraced without critique, or that we will not be 
seen as suspect, only that we can counter the negative repre- 
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sentations of black intellectuals as uppity assimilated traitors 
by the work we do. Black intellectuals who are not concerned 
with the issue of changing this society so that the conditions 
exist for black self-determination will most likely do their 
work in such a way that it will not appeal to black folks 
across class. Black intellectuals who are committed to ending 
domination, exploitation, and oppression in all its myriad 
manifestations, racism, sexism, class elitism, etc., will be po- 
litically challenged to interrogate the way we work, what we 
do, how we speak and write, to see whether or not we are 
working in a manner that crosses boundaries. I have made 
specific decisions about the nature of my work in the interest 
of making it accessible to a broader audience. Those deci- 
sions involve doing writing that may not impress my aca- 
demic peers. When I decided to write a self-help book on 
black women and self-recovery, 1 expressed in the introduc- 
tion to this work my fear that such an act would actually 
further de-legitimize me in the eyes of academic colleagues 
of all races. To take that risk seems minor given the possible 
good that can come when the effort is made to share knowl- 
edge informed by progressive politics in diverse ways. 

The desire to share knowledge with diverse audiences while 
centralizing black folks and our struggle for self-determination, 
without excluding non-black audiences, requires different 
strategies from those intellectuals normally deploy to dissem- 
inate work. Black intellectuals committed to sharing knowl- 
edge across class see public speaking in a different way from 
most of our peers. Recognizing that masses of folks lack basic 
reading skills, we know that we must use lectures, radio, 
television, and conversation in diverse settings to share infor- 
mation. Given the cultural context of white supremacist pa- 
triarchy, it is unlikely that any black intellectual who is 
continually working to cross boundaries will receive the same 
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levels of attention given those folks who assimilate and who 
are primarily concerned with speaking to a white audience. 
The degree to which black intellectuals will work in a manner 
that challenges existing structures of domination will be de- 
termined by the nature of their political commitment. Im- 
portantly, that commitment need not be static. It changes. 
There may be work that a progressive intellectual wants to 
do that aims to address a diverse audience, even as that same 
individual may choose to do work that speaks specifically to 
select audiences, work that may use difficult language or jar- 
gon that is not accessible to everyone. Strategically, progres- 
sive black intellectuals must work from multiple locations. 
To do such work one necessarily takes risks that require 
sacrifice—that may include forfeiting opportunities for status 
and privilege that might undermine one’s capacity to engage 
in dialogue across boundaries. Whether or not an individual 
thinker chooses to make such sacrifices is not a static process. 
We make multiple choices depending on our circumstances. 
Ultimately, depth of political commitment to progressive so- 
cial change informs our will to sacrifice. 

Political activism may be expressed by the type of work 
progressive black intellectuals choose to do. To politically 
counter anti-intellectual and/or academic thought in black 
life that persists in portraying educated black folks as traitors 
(a representation that has concrete foundation), insurgent 
black critical thinkers must be accountable. That means the 
work we individually do, and the work of our peers, must be 
continually interrogated. Unfortunately, when the issue of 
accountability is superficially raised, the work of powerful 
black males who are seen as possible traitors is often spot- 
lighted. Often the work of black intellectuals who continually 
endeavor to frame our discourses in ways that are inclusive 
of our commitment to black self-determination is discounted. 
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Competitive and sexist battles between black males over is- 
sues of leadership often deflect attention away from the work 
of black women intellectuals which may be far more exem- 
plary in relation to issues of crossing borders, educating for 
critical consciousness outside the academy. As long as sexist 
thinking informs public discourse around the role of black 
intellectuals, as long as black men dominate the discussion, 
the voices of black female intellectuals will not be heard. 
Our works are rarely quoted or critically engaged by our 
male peers. Even when the rare black male thinker incorpo- 
rates an understanding of gender and/or feminism that stems 
from his engagement with the work of black women, he may 
not cite that work. If the work of black women is not valued, 
then we are not seen as embodying standards of intellectual 
rigor and excellence coupled with progressive political ac- 
tions that create a context for change in diverse black com- 
munities in ways that could be mirrored by black male peers 
and students. Until more black women, and our allies in 
struggle, publicly challenge these biases and omissions within 
all arenas of public discourse, discussions of the role black 
intellectuals can assume in black liberation struggle will al- 
ways be overdetermined by the actions of men. 

In the past year I have been on two panels discussing the 
role of black intellectuals where the intent was more to delin- 
eate the shortcomings of famous, individual black males and 
to castigate them for failing to address the needs of ordinary 
folks than real engagement of the issues. Black intellectuals 
must choose to act in the service of black liberation. That 
choice emerges from our politics. Black intellectuals, like ev- 
eryone, should be accountable for the political choices we 
make and for the ways those choices shape our lives, our 
visions, and our work. Clearly, many black intellectuals and/ 
or academics are not choosing to espouse radical or revolu- 
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tionary progressive politics. A useful discussion of the role of 
black intellectuals would not only critically examine why this 
is so, it would also articulate strategies of constructive inter- 
vention and contestation. There is no one function, no one 
location intellectuals who choose progressive politics must 
inhabit in society. This is especially true for black intellectu- 
als. Ideally, we should be present everywhere, represented 
in all walks of life, just as our work should be multilayered, 
ever-changing, and diverse. And these same criteria should 
apply to those who engage our work. Most importantly there 
should be more of us. 

Insurgent black intellectuals can increase our numbers by 
continually reminding everyone that intellectual work need 
not be done solely in academic settings. Nor is it healthy for 
most progressive black intellectual thought to emerge solely 
in the service of educational institutions. These locations 
limit and overdetermine discourse. Concurrently, without in 
any way diminishing the importance of academic work, we 
need to vigilantly clarify ways in which academic work does 
differ from intellectual work. The labor we do as academics 
is valuable but it is not inherently intellectual. Making a dis- 
tinction between the two types of work, even though they 
sometimes overlap and converge, allows everyone to appreci- 
ate the different nature of commitment that is required when 
one is primarily concerned with advancing an academic ca- 
reer, in contrast to constructing a life where one can be 
devoted fully and deeply to intellectual work. Having chosen 
to balance an academic career with a primary commitment 
to intellectual work, I see firsthand the tensions between 
the two choices. My primary engagement is with ideas, not 
personalities or networks. Racial openness is essential for in- 
tellectual work, independent thinking. Allegiances to institu- 
tions or powerful factions within those locations often 
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constrain and inhibit independent thought. It is this concrete 
reality that has led so many intellectuals to eschew involve- 
ment in spheres of power that can impinge on our commit- 
ment to radical openness, to unfettered thought. Fear of 
surrendering this state of open-mindedness has often led in- 
tellectuals to deny the political implications of their work, to 
act as though they do not embrace political positions because 
they think it might mean losing “objectivity.” There is no 
politically miia]. intellectual work. Knowing this should em- 
power intellectuals to make political choices that we can 
claim while still holding on to an ethical commitment of open 
engagement with ideas. Intellectuals can offer any radical 
movement for social change transformative visions and in- 
sights. Black intellectuals who are committed to an inclusive 
struggle to end systems of domination (imperialism, racism, 
sexism, class elitism) can bring to black liberation struggle 
a radically new vision of social change. Challenging black 
intellectuals, Cornel West encourages us to create “a public 
dialogue with the black community and within the American 
community in which certain kinds of alternative ways of look- 
ing at the world and changing the world are made available 
to people.” If black intellectuals begin our work with this 
intent, then we show by our example that we act in solidarity 
with every black person who is committed to black self- 
determination. 


BLACK IDENTITY 


LIBERATING SUBJECTIVITY 


C ontemporary struggle for civil rights and black libera- 


tion in the United States has continually affirmed the 
importance of identity. Historically, bonding on the basis of 
skin color was a useful survival strategy. The institutionaliza- 
tion of white supremacy created a structure of racial apart- 
heid that was rooted in a binary division between whites and 
blacks. Skin color was the body marking that separated and 
divided. Despite the reality of miscegenation, individual 
blacks who looked white had only two choices—to assert 
black identity or pass into whiteness. Early black freedom 
struggle was not rooted in a questioning of race as a defining 
category; instead it called for a politics of resistance where 
all black people, presumably identified with the desire for 
emancipation, would unite. This did not mean that there 
were no traitors to the cause, only that a politics of racial 
bonding rooted in shared black identity was seen as the cor- 
rect stance. When slavery ended, social movements for racial 
uplift highlighted the importance of identifying with one’s 
group and working on behalf of group advancement. Civil 
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rights struggle did not challenge this basis for bonding, it 
merely opened the door to include the resistance efforts of 
those whites committed to ending racist domination. 
Militant resistance to white supremacy, evoked by the 
black power movement of the sixties, in no way challenged 
representations of black identity. It extolled them. Assimi- 
lated blacks were called out and urged to reclaim the black 
identity they had been taught to despise. For some folks the 
reclamation of that identity entailed asserting a fierce black- 
ness that involved cultivating a specific way of speaking, 
dressing, and interacting. Gone was the notion that bonding 
with blackness was a survival strategy rooted in the experi- 
ence of shared suffering and in its place was the idea that 
one “proved” black identity by the manner in which one 
responded to whiteness. And even though Malcolm X urged 
black folks to tear their gaze away from whiteness so that 
we could “see each other with new eyes,” black identity was 
fast being defined by two opposing factions that were both, 
in their own way, obsessed with whiteness. Assimilated black 
folks evoked an identity politics rooted in the privileging of 
a model of integration, wherein allegiance to blackness was 
abdicated in the interest of erasing race and promoting an 
ethos of humanism that would emphasize commonalities be- 
tween whites and blacks. Separatist black folks evoked an 
identity politics based on the assumption that ethically and 
morally whites and blacks were different, had no common 
experience, and did not share the same political agenda. 
Ultimately it was racial integration, and the new class divi- 
sions among black folks which it created, that led to the 
formation of a radically different cultural context so disrup- 
tive it created a black identity crisis. In the wake of gains 
achieved by civil rights struggle and militant resistance, black 
folks suddenly had more access to mainstream white culture 
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than ever before. Since there had been no cultural transfor- 
mation that enabled white folks to divest of white suprema- 
cist thinking, black folks were allowed to enter a previously 
segregated world that appeared to be less racist, even though 
there had been no critical shift in the racist mindset. Ad- 
justing to this cultural context led many black folks to experi- 
ment with the art of dissimulation, the taking on of various 
appearances. Notions of appropriate behavior had to be al- 
tered so that black folks could mediate between that old 
world of racial bonding where all one’s work and social rela- 
tions were centered around a normative black culture with 
shared codes and a new integrated world that was changing 
the nature of blackness. Those changes have led to the crisis 
engendered by struggle around the issue of black identity. 

Racial integration altered the face of blackness. The sepa- 
rate and distinct culture of blackness that had been con- 
structed in the midst of racial apartheid was disrupted by 
profound changes in economic opportunity, geographical 
shifts, and access to white institutions that had once been 
segregated. These changes were also reflected in social rela- 
tions. Once black folks became able to establish bonds of 
attachment and intimacy to white folks, the structures of 
black intimacy were altered. Suddenly black people no longer 
felt themselves suffering racist assault in similar ways, since 
we did not all live or work in segregated communities and 
white supremacist thinking was no longer consistent in the 
way it governed white responses to blackness (one black per- 
son might have an incredibly racist employer who discrimi- 
nated against him or her even as another might develop 
friendship ties with a white boss). On all levels racial integra- 
tion changed the social construction of blackness. 

Since black resistance struggle has traditionally relied on 
a unitary representation of blackness as a framework for 
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identity politics, changes in black identity were and are 
viewed by many African Americans as deeply threatening. 
Rather than seeing the development of multiple black sub- 
jectivity as a positive intervention within white supremacist 
capitalist patriarchy, many black folks responded to the dis- 
ruption of essentialist notions of blackness by attempting to 
reestablish identity politics via the call for black nationalism 
rooted in a vision of separatism. Since masses of poor and 
working-class black folks, whose lives have not been altered 
by economic gains that increase social mobility, live in segre- 
gated neighborhoods, a rhetoric of black nationalism that re- 
inforces static notions of black identity has more power than 
one which insists that our identity is always changing. 

Black nationalists attempt to address the identity crisis Af- 
rican Americans are experiencing by insisting on a unitary 
representation of blackness. Critiques of Eurocentric biases 
that promote Afrocentric thinking tend to celebrate a unitary 
model of self and identity. Defining terms in her introduction 
to Yurugu: An African-Centered Critique of European Cul- 
tural Thought and Behavior, Marimba Ani explains: “Afro- 
centricity is a way of viewing reality that analyzes phenomena 
using the interest of African people as a reference point, as 
stated by Asante.” Of course the problematic assertion in this 
question centers around who is allowed to determine “the 
interest” of African people. Many African-centered critiques 
trash Eurocentrism for its unitary representations of culture, 
the universalizing of white experience, its erasure of African 
ways of knowing, while constructing within these same narra- 
tives a unitary utopian representation of Africa as paradise, 
a motherland where all was perfect before white imperialism 
brought evil and corruption. Utopian Afrocentric evocations 
of an ancient high culture of black kings and queens erase 
the experiences of servants and slaves in the interest of pre- 


244 | KILLING RAGE 


senting contemporary black folks with superheroic models of 
black subjectivity. While these images can be usefully incor- 
porated in a revisionist history that challenges white suprem- 
acist biases, particularly as they have shaped pedagogy, the 
way we know what we know, they can also be used to deflect 
attention away from the need to transform the existing soci- 
ety so that liberatory black subjectivity can be nurtured 
and sustained. 

Nationalist appeals for a unitary representation of black- 
ness tend to emphasize notions of authenticity that uphold a 
vision of patriarchal family life and of nationhood as the only 
possible structures wherein the crisis in black identity can 
be resolved. Studies of patriarchal black families or anti-racist 
organizations structured on the same hierarchical model 
would reveal that these structures reinscribe patterns of dom- 
ination rather than disrupt or alter them. Yet even in the 
face of overwhelming evidence that the patriarchal family is 
not a site of redemption and healing, many African Ameri- 
cans desperately cling to the assumption that the pain in 
black life can be healed by establishing patriarchy and black 
nationalist identity. Those black folks who attempt to ques- 
tion the tropes of nation and family tend to be dismissed as 
traitors to the race, as assimilationists. This is especially true 
for black women who critique black nationalism from a femi- 
nist standpoint. 

So far all expressions of black nationalism in the United 
States deploy a rhetoric of redemption that valorizes patriar- 
chal thinking and male domination. Embedded in all forms 
of nationalist thought is the acceptance and affirmation of 
sexist exploitation and oppression. To build nations and 
“pure” races the bodies of women must be controlled, our 
sexual activities policed, and our reproductive rights cur- 
tailed. Since so many black females have been conscious of 
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the need to resist sexist thinking, contemporary black nation- 
alist groups can no longer recruit black women by overtly 
announcing their support of patriarchal thinking. To appeal 
to black females much contemporary black nationalist writing 
attempts to incorporate gender in ways that superficially ap- 
pear to be progressive. However, like the patriarchal Euro- 
centric model of social organization it critiques and 
repudiates, within Afrocentric scholarship black women writ- 
ers frame their discourse in relation to knowledge received 
from patriarchal black male elders. Gender relations are 
talked about in much the same way as a Eurocentric thinker 
like Ivan Illich presents them in his work when he evokes a 
nostalgic precapitalist world where men and women had 
their separate but equal domains, respected one another, and 
lived in harmony with the natural world. Similarly, Afrocen- 
tric constructions of a utopian all-black world where men 
and women share power equally are evoked to counter cri- 
tiques that call attention to the link between patriarchal 
thinking and black nationalism. In the black separatist imagi- 
nation, feminism is reinvented as always and only a white 
woman’s issue. Setting the boundaries in this way constructs 
another essentialist paradigm wherein black women who em- 
brace feminist thinking can be deemed inauthentic, traitors 
to the race. 

Feminist critique is particularly threatening to black na- 
tionalism precisely because it highlights the contradictory re- 
lation to structures of domination in the black imagination. 
Black folks who can speak eloquently about racism, opposing 
exploitation and dehumanization, deny the value of these 
same critiques when they are raised within a discourse of 
gender. The correlations between the structures of racist op- 
pression and exploitation and patriarchal domination are so 
obvious that to ignore them requires the closing off of the 
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mind. Significantly, nationalist black spokespersons who rec- 
ognize Malcolm X as a leader and teacher tend to disregard 
the progressive thinking about gender that is present in the 
writings and conversations completed shortly before his 
death. The inability of black nationalist thinkers to conceive 
of any paradigm for nation and family life that is not patriar- 
chal reveals the depths of black male longing to assert hierar- 
chical control and power. Though critical of white cultural 
imperialism, nationalist black males see no contradiction be- 
tween that analysis and their support of hierarchical models 
of social organization that affirm coercive control and domi- 
nation of others. Ideas of nation and family that surface in 
contemporary black nationalist writing mirror the white su- 
premacist nation-state that is benevolently patriarchal. A dis- 
tinction must be made between overt brutal domination of 
women by men, which most Afrocentric thinkers clearly re- 
pudiate as do their white counterparts, and the Enlighten- 
ment vision of a world where men are inherently the 
protectors and caretakers of women and children that evokes 
a benevolent model of patriarchal organization of society that 
is assumed to be directly mirroring a “natural” order. 

At its best, black nationalist thought seeks to revise and 
redress white Western biases, especially as they overdeter- 
mine ways of knowing, critique white supremacy, and offer 
black folks grounding in an oppositional worldview that pro- 
motes black self-determination. Within the framework of an 
institutionalized patriarchal theory and practice of black na- 
tionalism, these positive dimensions are undermined. It is 
the failure of black nationalism to offer an inclusive complex 
understanding of black identity, one that is not sexist, homo- 
phobic, patriarchal, or supportive of capitalism, that renders 
it suspect and politically problematic. Politically progressive 
black people on the Left who are not nationalist, like myself, 
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share a perspective that promotes the eradication of white 
supremacy, the de-centering of the West, redressing of bi- 
ases, and commitment to affirming black self-determination. 
Yet we add to the critique of white Western imperialism a 
repudiation of patriarchy, a critique of capitalism, and a con- 
cern for interracial coalition building, Nationalist attachment 
to a narrow vision of black identity is often as rigidly conser- 
vative as racist white stereotypes. 

Narrowly focused black identity politics do a disservice to 
black liberation struggle because they seek to render invisible 
the complex and multiple subjectivity of black folks. While I 
am deeply committed to a politics of black self-determination 
that seeks to maintain and preserve our unique cultural leg- 
acy in the United States, I know that the project of cultural 
conservation need not negate our diasporic wanderings into 
worlds beyond traditional blackness. The nationalist insis- 
tence that black identity must be “saved” by our refusal to 
embrace various epistemologies (ways of knowing), cultures, 
etc., is not a movement away from a Eurocentric binary 
structure. It reinscribes the dynamics of binary thinking. 

The contemporary crisis of identity is best resolved by our 
collective willingness as African Americans to acknowledge 
that there is no monolithic black community, no normative 
black identity. There is a shared history that frames the con- 
struction of our diverse black experiences. Knowledge of that 
history is needed by everyone as we seek to construct self 
and identity. In Race Matters, Cornel West suggests that it is 
only as we critically interrogate notions of black authenticity, 
closed-ranks mentality, and black cultural conservatism that 
we can begin to really theorize complex understandings of 
black subjectivity. Insisting that we need new frameworks, 
West declares: “This new framework should be a prophetic 
one of moral reasoning with its fundamental ideas of a ma- 
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ture black identity, coalition strategy, and black cultural de- 
mocracy. Instead of cathartic appeals to black authenticity, a 
prophetic viewpoint bases mature black self-love and self- 
response on the moral quality of black responses to undeni- 
able racist degradation in the American past and present. 
These responses assume neither a black essence that all black 
people share nor one black perspective to which all black 
people should adhere.” While the insights West shares 
should guide African Americans in our collective effort to 
retheorize black identity, like many nationalist thinkers with 
whom he does not agree, his concern with black response to 
whiteness seems to undermine his insistence on a complex 
understanding of black identity. West asserts: “Mature black 
identity results from an acknowledgement of the specific re- 
sponse to white supremacist abuses and a moral assessment 
of these responses such that the humanity of black people 
does not rest on deifying or demonizing others.” Penetrating 
critiques of narrow nationalism like the one West offers are 
necessary. However, we need to make those critiques within 
a prophetic discursive framework where we insist on theoriz- 
ing black identity from multiple locations, not simply in rela- 
tion to white supremacy. 

A fundamental characteristic of being black in white su- 
premacist capitalist patriarchy is that we are all socialized to 
believe that only race matters. Hence black folks often do 
not accord other aspects of experience such as class, sexual 
practice, etc. serious regard as we think about constructing 
self and identity. While it certainly is important for black 
folks to foreground discussions of white supremacy, it is 
equally important for us to affirm that liberation takes place 
only in a context where we are able to imagine subjectivities 
that are diverse, constantly changing, and always operating 
in states of cultural contingency. To embrace and accept fluid 
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black subjectivities, African-American attachment to a notion 
of the unitary self must be broken. African Americans must 
embrace the progressive political understanding of diasporic 
black identity Walter Rodney evokes in How Europe Under- 
developed Africa: 


Our predicament at the present time throws up new 
questions. ... Sometimes if a person gets trapped in a 
previous moment of history, you find it hard to carry on 
a conversation with him or her because they are still out 
to defend something that you're not against, but you’re 
not with because it is no longer the relevant thing. Why 
should we get caught up in making tremendous tirades 
against the missionaries or saying the Europeans were 
terrible fellows, look how these fellows exploited us? 
Why should we continually speak in this grand singu- 
lar—the African is this and the European is the other? 
That was a formulation that was necessary at a particular 
point in time, when we were still within the whole 
identity crisis, when we were trying to evolve a people- 
hood.... But the moment we move beyond that, neo- 
colonial man [and woman] can’t talk about the Vietnamese 
in the singular or the African or the Guyanese, etc. We 
must look at real life. In real life, Guyanese live in cer- 
tain different ways, have contradictions among them- 
selves, have a relationship with the rest of the world. 


Unitary representations of black identity do not reflect the 
real lives of African Americans who struggle to create self 
and identity. Psychoanalytically, it is clear that the unitary self 
is sustained only by acts of coercive control and repression. 
Collectively African Americans fear the loss of a unitary rep- 
resentation of blackness because they feel we will lose a basis 
for organized resistance. 
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In retheorizing black subjectivity we have to also revise 
our understanding of the conditions that are needed for black 
folks to join together in a politics of solidarity that can effec- 
tively oppose white supremacy. Breaking with essentialist 
thinking that insists all black folks inherently realize that we 
have something positive to gain by resisting white supremacy 
allows us to collectively acknowledge that radical politiciza- 
tion is a process—that revolutionary black thinkers and activ- 
ists are made, not born. Progressive education for critical 
consciousness then is automatically understood to be neces- 
sary to any construction of radical black subjectivity. Whether 
the issue is construction of self and identity or radical politici- 
zation, African-American subjectivity is always in process. 
Fluidity means that our black identities are constantly chang- 
ing as we respond to circumstances in our families and com- 
munities of origin, and as we interact with a larger world. 
Only by privileging the reality of that changing black identity 
will we be able to engage a prophetic discourse about subjec- 
tivity that will be liberatory and transformative. 


MOVING FROM PAIN TO POWER 


BLACK SELF-DETERMINATION 


BR ews black liberation struggle in the United 
States was undermined by outmoded patriarchal em- 
phasis on nationhood and masculine rule, the absence of a 
strategy for coalition building that would keep a place for 
non-black allies in struggle, and the lack of sustained pro- 
grams for education for critical consciousness that would con- 
tinually engage black folks of all classes in a process of radical 
politicization. These weaknesses made it easy for racial inte- 
gration to bring with it passive absorption of capitalist values 
and internalized racism. In the conclusion to Night Vision: 
Illuminating War and Class on the Neo-Colonial Terrain the 
pseudonymous authors make this insightful point: “The white 
ruling class wants Black capitalist government; it promotes, 
pays for and sponsors Black capitalist government. No matter 
what anyone’s hopes were, in fact today such Black govern- 
ment equals Black Genocide. . . . Just as imperialism not only 
wants to arm millions of Afrikan men indiscriminately and 
quickly as possible, but it’s offering them a taste of every- 
thing ‘white’ (even white women). This runs counter to all 
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the rules of colonialism because it isn’t colonialism. It’s neo- 
colonialism, the new kid on the block.” Until radical black 
leaders offer strategies for black liberation that address more 
fully our current political situation there is little hope that 
we can respond in a meaningful way to the crises in African- 
American life. 

Racial integration alone did not undermine the struggle 
for black liberation. It was diffused by internal weakness as 
well as the willingness on the part of white privileged classes 
to grant some black folks entry into mainstream capitalist 
power. Since sixties movement for black liberation empha- 
sized a critique of capitalism, the need for black folks to 
maintain an ethic of communalism that would preserve, pro- 
mote, and sustain an oppositional worldview and culture, it 
was important to the existing white power elite to destroy, 
corrupt, and co-opt radical black leadership. Assassinating 
black leaders, incarcerating others, infiltrating and undermin- 
ing radical black organizations, were ways the dominant cul- 
ture repressed militant black movement for racial justice. 
As more and more black folks entered predominantly white 
universities, the best and brightest in many cases never con- 
sidering predominantly black institutions because the eco- 
nomic support available at white institutions was so much 
greater, the setting was ripe for neo-colonial co-optation of 
black minds. Today, a large percentage of the most radical- 
ized black critical thinkers attend and/or teach at predomi- 
nantly white institutions. Among professors those of us who 
are considered “stars” are rewarded with forms of work re- 
lease (teaching fewer classes, assistants, time off) and huge 
salaries. Since many of us are not dedicated to teaching, no 
large body of students of any race has the advantage of study- 
ing with us and developing a more revolutionary mindset. 
The organized speaker circuit offers big bucks so that the 


MOVING FROM PAIN TO POWER | 253 


time and energy some of us might have once spent educating 
for critical consciousness in non-privileged and non-elite set- 
tings is usurped. We are as tempted as any other group of 
people by the promise of fame and unprecedented material 
reward. By speaking of the myriad ways in which insurgent 
black intellectuals are seduced and tempted to act in com- 
plicity with the very structures of domination we critique, 
my intention is not to be accusatory but to speak a word of 
caution—and while so doing, call for a renewed commitment 
to critical vigilance. 

If insurgent black intellectuals and/or critical thinkers 
abandon education for critical consciousness that extends be- 
yond the academy, we are in complicity with those corrupt 
forces that are creating a despairing environment where 
hopelessness and rage are the order of the day. It is this 
social context that allows conservative, narrow black national- 
ism to flourish. Galvanizing the energy of the masses easily 
becomes the turf of opportunistic nationalist conservative 
leaders who exploit the intense longing folks have for strate- 
gies that will enable them to respond to overwhelming feel- 
ings of economic and spiritual crisis. It is not a meaningful 
intervention for insurgent black thinkers to make fancy cri- 
tiques of narrow nationalism if those discussions are not 
linked with strategies for progressive social change. Most 
black folks are not inherently more inclined to listen to and 
support conservative nationalist leaders. These are the indi- 
viduals who are seductively courting that constituency. This 
will never change if progressive folks do not strive to speak 
to a wider, more inclusive black audience. 

Many progressive black critical thinkers have abandoned 
plain speaking and adopted more abstract jargon. Like many 
of their white academic counterparts, they often regard folks 
like me, who continue to speak simply and/or integrate ver- 
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nacular styles into our writing and speaking, as lacking intel- 
lectual sophistication. This is especially the case when the 
issue is political terminology. Phrases like “black liberation 
struggle” and “black self-determination” may appear fre- 
quently in the literature and speeches of conservative black 
nationalists but are rarely present in the work of progressive 
black thinkers. Often these black folks, like their more con- 
servative and liberal counterparts, are unwilling to use these 
terms because many white peers and colleagues respond neg- 
atively to them since they specifically address political soli- 
darity among black people. Terms like “black liberation 
struggle” and “black self-determination” still accurately ad- 
dress the collective needs of black people. “Black liberation 
struggle” is a phrase that reminds us that white supremacy 
continues to overdetermine and shape the lives of most black 
folks, maintaining and perpetuating exploitative and oppres- 
sive forms of institutionalized racism that must be resisted if 
we are to collectively have any agency in relation to our lives. 
Despite class difference all black people are the targets, to 
greater or lesser degrees, of some form of racist assault. The 
less privilege an individual black person has the more likely 
he or she will bear the brunt of racist exploitation and op- 
pression. “Black self-determination” is a useful term because 
it registers the acknowledgment that efforts to empower di- 
verse black communities must do more than critique and 
challenge racism and white supremacy. They must also ad- 
dress ways African Americans, across class, can create radical 
liberatory subjectivity even as we continue to live within a 
white supremacist capitalist patriarchal society. We cannot 
wait for an end to racist domination to create the conditions 
under which we live lives of sustained well-being. 

Black self-determination is that process by which we learn 
to radicalize our thinking and habits of being in ways that 
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enhance the quality of our lives despite racist domination. It 
can become a reality for everyone only as we construct liber- 
atory visions of social change that concretely empower us in 
our everyday lives. For example, there is no reason classes 
that teach literacy and/or critical thinking in conjunction with 
discussions about the quality of life should not be taking 
place at localized settings (housing projects, churches, etc.), 
reading groups, consciousness-raising groups, etc. These pro- 
grams rarely happen because of the extent to which most 
black folks across class are embracing a vision of life that 
sees well-being as connected only to material possessions. 
Even though a large majority of African Americans live in 
poverty or situations of economic stress and deprivation, we 
are all socialized by television to identify with the values and 
attitudes of the bourgeois and ruling classes. When under- 
privileged black folks who are denied access to material suc- 
cess internalize this mindset, it makes their lives harder, 
more painful. It creates a gap between the concrete circum- 
stances of their lives and their aspirations. Although they live 
in various states of need and deprivation, their dreams of 
success are often dominated by longings to be rich, to live 
in a constant state of material luxury. When these longings 
are coupled with other attitudes and values of white privi- 
leged classes absorbed from mass media, they are often un- 
able to realistically draw on the skills and resources they 
possess that would enable them to concretely change their 
lives. Many of these folks easily become imprisoned by fanta- 
sies of the good life that make such a life synonymous with 
material extravagance. Addiction to such fantasies, to an ethic 
of hedonistic consumerism and the longing to project mate- 
rial success, leads to a mindset where criminal activity that 
will enable one to attain these goals is not seen as morally 
or ethically wrong. Television teaches that the white ruling 
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elites have attained their material success and power by 
abandoning ethical and moral concerns for human life and 
by embracing dishonesty, treachery, and the will to exploit 
everyone. These are the values many materially disadvan- 
taged people emulate because they believe adopting them 
will enable them to transform their lives. 

If television continues to be the primary pedagogical pres- 
ence in black life, particularly in the lives of the working 
poor and destitute, our collective capacity to radicalize con- 
sciousness and to organize meaningful resistance struggle will 
be continually undermined. Black leaders who can galvanize 
energy to critique and attempt to suppress gangsta rap could 
be serving diverse black communities more if they were en- 
gaged in a critique of the role mass media play in black 
life—particularly television. They could be using their public 
power to create literacy programs and promote education for 
critical consciousness, while urging all African Americans, in 
conjunction with our allies in struggle, to turn off television 
sets, to demand programming that is useful for our lives, and 
to critically resist representations that undermine our capac- 
ity to be self-determining. These issues are rarely addressed 
by accepted black leaders because they do not appeal to 
mainstream culture. The crisis in black leadership in the 
United States is that there are so few progressive revolution- 
ary black political thinkers who are accorded attention. 
Rather than our leaders emerging organically from various 
struggles where they represent the needs of black constituen- 
cies, they are more and more chosen by white folks. Even 
prominent people in conservative black separatist organiza- 
tions gain their mass appeal because they are brought to 
our attention by white mass media and given access to huge 
audiences. Obviously white folks are not in any way threat- 
ened by their anti-white sentiments. Instead they realize that 
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if masses of black people follow conservative black fascists 
who are really as pro-capitalist and pro-domination as their 
white counterparts, African Americans are doomed. Let's 
face it! For example, the big difference between Malcolm X 
and Louis Farrakhan is that one is a revolutionary and one 
is a fascist, one is anti-capitalist, critical of imperialism, 
the other embraces capitalism and imperialism. Now, should 
it come as any surprise which of these figures white mass 
media would support? Nothing is more revealing of the col- 
lective plight of African Americans than the growing political 
conservatism that masks itself as progressive nationalism in 
black life. 

To recover radical political equilibrium, black folks must 
collectively seek self-determination. Yet that seeking cannot 
happen as long as most folks are either brainwashed so that 
they passively internalize white supremacist attitudes and val- 
ues and/or embrace autocratic conservative black leaders who 
use the rhetoric of nationalism to opportunistically exploit 
and contain us. To open our minds and hearts to black self- 
determination we must commit ourselves to a process of 
decolonization, which means choosing to critically examine 
ourselves, both to divest of white supremacy and internalized 
racism as well as to commit ourselves to radical politicization. 
Every radical African-American critical thinker has under- 
gone a process of decolonization wherein we study the work 
of progressive thinkers, black and non-black, who teach us 
about resistance. Looking at history without Eurocentric bi- 
ases, we study to learn what racism is and how white suprem- 
acy is institutionalized. It should be obvious that the process 
of decolonization and radical politicization requires literacy. 
Without critical literacy, black folks cannot assume responsi- 
bility for ourselves. We can neither find nor create jobs that 
allow us to be economically self-sufficient and we cannot 
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effectively resist white supremacy in the arena of cultural 
production. We must not be duped into believing that many 
black people cannot read or write because they are poor. 
Those who come from poor and working-class backgrounds 
know that all of us can find ways to learn these skills if we 
want them, if we recognize how important they are. Main- 
stream culture bombards us with the message that only 
money matters and wants us to believe we do not need these 
skills. This thinking must be challenged. Rap is one of the 
few public discourses addressing young black people that at 
times encourages us to be literate, to read and study, to 
radicalize our consciousness. Until all black people address 
the educational crisis in black life, we cannot hope to attain 
collective self-determination. As long as progressive radical 
black folks ignore secondary education and fail to take the 
initiative to call for and demand progressive anti-racist, anti- 
sexist education for black children, and all children, our com- 
munities will be deluged by folks who see bourgeois patriarchal 
pedagogy as the only hope. 

Black consciousness cannot be radicalized as long as the 
black bourgeoisie maintains its radical hold on the black 
imagination. Collectively, black folks could progress in our 
efforts to achieve black self-determination if we repudiated 
bourgeois values. The bourgeoisie knows this, which is why 
it wants all black people to believe that material success is 
all that matters. They do not want black folks of all classes to 
be critical of capitalism, to understand Western imperialism 
enough to not only challenge it but change our lives so that 
we are committed to living simply in ways that promote the 
sharing of resources and respect for ecological balance on 
the planet. Most black leaders in our society, male and fe- 
male (with the notable exception of Malcolm X, who was 
consistently critical of capitalism, of the kind of material 


o tt 


MOVING FROM PAIN TO POWER | 259 


greed that leads to selling out), are as obsessed by longings 
for material wealth and power as are the underprivileged 
masses. Many of them opportunistically take on whatever 
political standpoints will enable them to reach these goals 
and if they manage to attain them, then act as though our 
having been victimized by racism makes us have no account- 
ability to those who must always go without in order for 
there to be a class of people who have far more than they 
need, who have wealth. African Americans who participate 
fully in the maintenance of capitalism and Western imperial- 
ism to protect their class interests are investing in the very 
systems of domination that keep white supremacy and racism 
institutionalized. Their complicity undermines black libera- 
tion struggle. To be anti-capitalist does not mean that black 
people should not strive for economic self-sufficiency or ma- 
terial well-being. It is a critique of excess. Committing our- 
selves to living simply does not mean the absence of material 
privilege or luxury; it means that we are not hedonistically 
addicted to forms of consumerism, and hoarding of wealth, 
that require the exploitation of others. 

For many years liberation theology in the black church not 
only taught the importance of sharing resources but also 
taught the values of living simply. To be truly effective, con- 
temporary black liberation struggle must envision a place for 
spirituality. This does not mean continued allegiance to patri- 
archal capitalist religions, or the institutionalized traditional 
black church. We can look to the teachings of religious lead- 
ers like black theologian and mystic Howard Thurman to 
both create new structures for the expression of spiritual and 
religious life and develop progressive strategies for trans- 
forming existing structures. 

Lastly, black determination and black liberation will never 
succeed if we do not challenge and change sexism and sexist 
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exploitation and oppression in black life. This truth cannot 
be stated enough. A critique of patriarchy coupled with col- 
lective imagining of a world where black females and males 
are social equals would lead to such a profound transforma- 
tion in black life that many of our internal wounds would 
be healed and we would be better prepared to resist white 
supremacy. The moment any black person embraces black 
self-determination, a repudiation of victim identity takes 
place. For at the heart of black self-determination is the 
political awareness that we must assume responsibility for 
constructively transforming our lives. While economic self- 
sufficiency is a important goal of black self-determination, it 
is not the primary goal. Significantly, a radical model of black 
self-determination is rooted in the oppositional conviction 
that it is concretely possible for black people to create mean- 
ingful lives irrespective of their material conditions. Our 
mindset is more crucial to achieving black self-determination 
than material privilege. Traditionally, black people who were 
able to grow their foods, to obtain control over their shelter 
and basic necessities of life, lived well in the midst of pov- 
erty. Black self-determination repudiates a vision of success- 
ful living that makes it synonymous with material privilege. 
Internalizing this notion of the good life is a form of Western 
imperialism which reinforces the assumption that the major- 
ity of people in the world (primarily people of color) live 
lives that are valueless because they lack material resources. 
Black self-determination enables us to construct oppositional 
worldviews, drawing on the diasporic legacy of black resis- 
tance and the liberatory knowledge of our global allies in 
struggle, particularly the wisdom of indigenous groups. It 
counters a narrow nationalist perspective by replacing a call 
to nationhood with a vision of revolutionary communities of 
resistance that may be formed by diverse races and ethnici- 
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ties in the interest of promoting black self-determination and 
the larger world project of global emancipation of all ex- 
ploited and oppressed people. Clearly, it is black folks who 
have the most to gain from black self-determination so that 
many of these communities of resistance would be black even 
though they would not be based on a politics of exclusion. 
There is no monolithic black identity. Many black families 
have expanded to include members who are multiracial and 
multiethnic. This concrete reality is one of the primary rea- 
sons nationalist models seem retrograde and outmoded. 
While black self-determination is a political process that first 
seeks to engage the minds and hearts of black folks, it em- 
braces coalition building across race as it is rooted in a so- 
phisticated understanding of the way in which neo-colonial 
white supremacy works and what must be done to effectively 
challenge and change it. It also recognizes the importance of 
black people learning from the wisdom of non-black people, 
especially other people of color. 

Significantly, since the project of black self-determination 
is not based on nationalist sentiment, it includes diverse black 
experiences and diverse black communities. Repudiating ho- 
mophobia, heterosexism, class elitism, and every structure of 
domination that counters the growth of respect and commu- 
nal love among black people strengthens political solidarity 
among black people in the interests of challenging and 
changing white supremacy even as we simultaneously work 
to immediately create the conditions in black life where all 
black people can live well. 

If progressive communities of resistance promoting black 
self-determination were organized in every city in the United 
States, we would have a central institute. We would have 
workers for freedom who would go door to door and evaluate 
the needs of individual households and communities. Liter- 
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acy programs taught by schools on wheels would use critical 
pedagogy to teach reading and writing. A team of researchers 
(not all of whom would be black) would then devise a plan 
for each household to be educated for critical consciousness 
in ways that would allow them to gain access to the knowl- 
edge and skills necessary to change their circumstances. 
Drawing on the model of civil rights, and militant black liber- 
ation struggle, these efforts at black self-determination would 
emphasize engaging folks where they are rather than urging 
them to go out and join a movement that may not clearly 
reflect their needs (that larger mass organizing can take place 
only after individual consciousness has been changed and a 
commitment to radical politics has taken place). Black self- 
determination need not be a dream. The programs for 
change sketched here are the ones that those of us who have 
come from the bottom, who have decolonized our minds, 
who have gained economic self-sufficiency, have used. We 
know they work. They changed our lives so that we can live 
fully and well. That is why we want to share the liberatory 
power of black self-determination. Our freedom is sweet. It 
will be sweeter when we are all free. 


BELOVED COMMUNITY 


A WORLD WITHOUT RACISM 


Mee, ome days it is just hard to accept that racism can still 


be such a powerful dominating force in all our lives. 

When I remember all that black and white folks together 
have sacrificed to challenge and change white supremacy, 
when I remember the individuals who gave their lives to the 
cause of racial justice, my heart is deeply saddened that we 
have not fulfilled their shared dream of ending racism, of 
creating a new culture, a place for the beloved community. 
Early on in his work for civil rights, long before his con- 
sciousness had been deeply radicalized by resistance to mili- 
tarism and global Western imperialism, Martin Luther King 
imagined a beloved community where race would be tran- 
scended, forgotten, where no one would see skin color. This 
dream has not been realized. From its inception it was a 
flawed vision. The flaw, however, was not the imagining of 
a beloved community; it was the insistence that such a commu- 
nity could exist only if we erased and forgot racial difference. 
Many citizens of these United States still long to live in a 
society where beloved community can be formed—where 
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loving ties of care and knowing bind us together in our differ- 
ences. We cannot surrender that longing—if we do we will 
never see an end to racism. These days it is an untalked- 
about longing. Most folks in this society have become so 
cynical about ending racism, so convinced that solidarity 
across racial differences can never be a reality, that they 
make no effort to build community. Those of us who are not 
cynical, who still cherish the vision of beloved community, 
sustain our conviction that we need such bonding not be- 
cause we cling to utopian fantasies but because we have 
struggled all our lives to create this community. In my black- 
ness I have struggled together with white comrades in the 
segregated South. Sharing that struggle we came to know 
deeply, intimately, with all our minds and hearts that we can 
all divest of racism and white supremacy if we so desire. We 
divest through our commitment to and engagement with 
anti-racist struggle. Even though that commitment was first 
made in the mind and heart, it is realized by concrete action, 
by anti-racist living and being. 

Over the years my love and admiration for those black and 
white southerners in my hometown who worked together to 
realize racial justice deepens, as does their love of me. We 
have gone off from that time of legalized segregation to cre- 
ate intimate lives for ourselves that include loving engage- 
ment with all races and ethnicities. The small circles of love 
we have managed to form in our individual lives represent 
a concrete realistic reminder that beloved community is not 
a dream, that it already exists for those of us who have done 
the work of educating ourselves for critical consciousness in 
ways that enabled a letting go of white supremacist assump- 
tions and values. The process of decolonization (unlearning 
white supremacy by divesting of white privilege if we were 
white or vestiges of internalized racism if we were black) 
transformed our minds and our habits of being. 
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In the segregated South those black and white folks who 
struggled together for racial justice (many of whom grounded 
their actions not in radical politics but in religious conviction) 
were bound by a shared belief in the transformative power 
of love. Understanding that love was the antithesis of the 
will to dominate and subjugate, we allowed that longing to 
know love, to love one another, to radicalize us politically. 
That love was not sentimental. It did not blind us to the 
reality that racism was deeply systemic and that only by real- 
izing that love in concrete political actions that might involve 
sacrifice, even the surrender of one’s life, would white su- 
premacy be fundamentally challenged. We knew the sweet- 
ness of beloved community. 

What those of us who have not died now know, that gener- 
ations before us did not grasp, was that beloved community 
is formed not by the eradication of difference but by its 
affirmation, by each of us claiming the identities and cultural 
legacies that shape who we are and how we live in the world. 
To form beloved community we do not surrender ties to 
precious origins. We deepen those bondings by connecting 
them with an anti-racist struggle which is at heart always a 
movement to disrupt that clinging to cultural legacies that 
demands investment in notions of racial purity, authenticity, 
nationalist fundamentalism. The notion that differences of 
skin color, class background, and cultural heritage must be 
erased for justice and equality to prevail is a brand of popular 
false consciousness that helps keep racist thinking and action 
intact. Most folks are threatened by the notion that they 
must give up allegiances to specific cultural legacies in order 
to have harmony. Such suspicion is healthy. Unfortunately, 
as long as our society holds up a vision of democracy that 
requires the surrender of bonds and ties to legacies folks 
hold dear, challenging racism and white supremacy will seem 
like an action that diminishes and destabilizes. 
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The misguided idea that one must give cultural allegiance 
to create harmony positively emerged from religious freedom 
fighters whose faith urged them to let go attachment to the 
things of this world (status, ethnicity, national allegiances) in 
order to be one with God. Negatively, it has been appropriated 
by the enemies of anti-racist struggle to further tensions be- 
tween different racial groups, to breed fundamentalist and na- 
tionalistic feelings and support for racial separatism. Since 
the notion that we should all forsake attachment to race and/ 
or cultural identity and be “just humans” within the frame- 
work of white supremacy has usually meant that subordinate 
groups must surrender their identities, beliefs, values and 
assimilate by adopting the values and beliefs of privileged- 
class whites, rather than promoting racial harmony this thinking 
has created a fierce cultural protectionism. That conservative 
force that sees itself as refusing assimilation expresses itself 
in the call for cultural nationalism, for disenfranchised groups 
to embrace separatism. This is why black leaders who es- 
pouse black separatism are gaining political power. Many 
black people fear that white commodification and appropria- 
tion of blackness is a neo-colonial strategy of cultural geno- 
cide that threatens to destroy our cultural legacy. That fear 
is not ungrounded. Black people, however, are misguided in 
thinking that nationalist fundamentalism is the best or only 
way to either preserve our heritage or to make a meaningful 
political response to ending racism. 

In actuality, the growth of nationalist separatist thinking 
among black people is an extreme expression of collective 
cynicism about ending white supremacy. The assumption that 
white folks will never cease to be racist represents a refusal 
to privilege the history of those whites (however few) who 
have been willing to give their lives to the struggle for racial 
justice over that of white folks who maintain racist thinking— 
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sometimes without even knowing that they hold racist as- 
sumptions. Since white supremacist attitudes and values per- 
meate every aspect of the culture, most white folks are 
unconsciously absorbing the ideology of white supremacy. 
Since they do not realize this socialization is taking place, 
many of them feel that they are not racist. When these feel- 
ings are rooted in denial, the first stage of anti-racist struggle 
has to be breaking that denial. This is one of the primary 
distinctions between the generation of white folks who were 
raised in the midst of white supremacist apartheid, who wit- 
nessed firsthand the brutal dehumanization of black people 
and who knew that “racism” permeated the culture, and this 
contemporary generation that either engages in historical am- 
nesia or does not remember. Prior to desegregation, few 
whites would have been as arrogantly convinced that they 
are not racists as are most whites today, some of whom never 
come into contact with black people. During civil rights 
struggle, it was commonly understood that whites seeking to 
live in an anti-racist world measured their progress and their 
commitment by their interactions with black people. How 
can a white person assume he or she is not racist if that 
assumption has not been concretely realized in interaction? 
It was precisely the astute recognition on the part of freedom 
fighters working for racial justice that anti-racist habits of 
being were best cultivated in situations of interaction that 
was at the heart of every vision of non-racist community. 
Concurrently, most white Americans who believed or be- 
lieve that racism is ethically and morally wrong centered their 
anti-racist struggle around the desire to commune with black 
folks. Today many white people who see themselves as non- 
racist are comfortable with lives where they have no contact 
with black people or where fear is their first response in any 
encounter with blackness. This “fear” is the first sign of the 
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internalization in the white psyche of white supremacist sen- 
timents. It serves to mask white power and privilege. In the 
past the affirmation of white supremacy in everyday life was 
declared via assertions of hatred and/or power (i.e., public 
and private subordination and humiliation of black folks— 
the white wife who sits at her dining table eating a nice 
lunch while the maid eats standing in the kitchen, the white 
male employer paying black workers less and calling them 
by obscene names); in our contemporary times white belief 
in black inferiority is most often registered by the assertion 
of power. Yet that power is often obscured by white focus 
on fear. The fear whites direct at blacks is rooted in the 
racist assumption that the darker race is inherently deprived, 
dangerous, and willing to obtain what they desire by any 
means necessary. Since it is assumed that whenever fear is 
present one is less powerful, cultivating in whites fear of 
blacks is a useful neo-colonial strategy as it obscures thereal- 
ity that whites do much more harm to blacks daily than vice 
versa. It also encourages white people to believe that they 
do not hold power over blacks even as their ability to project 
fear when there is no danger is an act of denial that indicates 
their complicity with white supremacist thinking. Those 
white people who consciously break with racist thinking know 
that there is no concrete reality to suggest that they should 
be more fearful of blacks than other people, since white 
folks, like blacks, are likely to be harmed by people of the 
same race. Let me give a useful example. When I worked 
as an assistant professor at an Ivy League university one of 
my white female students was raped by a black man. Even 
though she had been deeply committed to anti-racist work 
before the rape, during her period of recovery she found 
that she was fearing all black men. Her commitment to anti- 
racist struggle led her to interrogate that fear, and she real- 
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ized that had she been raped by a white male, she would 
not have felt all white males were responsible and should be 
feared. Seeing her fear of all black males as a regressive 
expression of white racism, she let it go. The will to be 
vigilant emerged from both her commitment to ending rac- 
ism and her will to be in loving community with black folks. 
Not abandoning that longing for community is a perspective 
we must all embrace if racism is to end. 

More than ever before in our history, black Americans are 
succumbing to and internalizing the racist assumption that 
there can be no meaningful bonds of intimacy between 
blacks and whites. It is fascinating to explore why it is that 
black people trapped in the worst situation of racial oppres- 
sion—enslavement—had the foresight to see that it would 
be disempowering for them to lose sight of the capacity of 
white people to transform themselves and divest of white 
supremacy, even as many black folks today who in no way 
suffer such extreme racist oppression and exploitation are 
convinced that white people will not repudiate racism. Con- 
temporary black folks, like their white counterparts, have 
passively accepted the internalization of white supremacist 
assumptions. Organized white supremacists have always 
taught that there can never be trust and intimacy between 
the superior white race and the inferior black race. When 
black people internalize these sentiments, no resistance to 
white supremacy is taking place; rather we become complicit 
in spreading racist notions. It does not matter that so many 
black people feel white people will never repudiate racism 
because of being daily assaulted by white denial and refusal 
of accountability. We must not allow the actions of white 
folks who blindly endorse racism to determine the direction 
of our resistance. Like our white allies in struggle we must 


consistently keep the faith, by always sharing the truth that 
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white people can be anti-racist, that racism is not some im- 
mutable character flaw. 

Of course many white people are comfortable with a rhet- 
oric of race that suggests racism cannot be changed, that all 
white people are “inherently racist” simply because they are 
born and raised in this society. Such misguided thinking so- 
cializes white people both to remain ignorant of the way in 
which white supremacist attitudes are learned and to assume 
a posture of learned helplessness as though they have no 
agency—no capacity to resist this thinking. Luckily we have 
many autobiographies by white folks committed to anti-racist 
struggle that provide documentary testimony that many of 
these individuals repudiated racism when they were children. 
Far from passively accepting it as inherent, they instinctively 
felt it was wrong. Many of them witnessed bizarre acts of 
white racist aggression towards black folks in everyday life 
and responded to the injustice of the situation. Sadly, in our 
times so many white folks are easily convinced by racist 
whites and black folks who have internalized racism that they 
can never be really free of racism. 

These feelings also then obscure the reality of white privi- 
lege. As long as white folks are taught to accept racism as 
“natural” then they do not have to see themselves as con- 
sciously creating a racist society by their actions, by their 
political choices. This means as well that they do not have 
to face the way in which acting in a racist manner ensures 
the maintenance of white privilege. Indeed, denying their 
agency allows them to believe white privilege does not exist 
even as they daily exercise it. If the young white woman who 
had been raped had chosen to hold all black males account- 
able for what happened, she would have been exercising 
white privilege and reinforcing the structure of racist thought 
which teaches that all black people are alike. Unfortunately, 
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so many white people are eager to believe racism cannot be 
changed because internalizing that assumption downplays the 
issue of accountability. No responsibility need be taken for 
not changing something if it is perceived as immutable. To 
accept racism as a system of domination that can be changed 
would demand that everyone who sees him- or herself as 
embracing a vision of racial social equality would be required 
to assert anti-racist habits of being. We know from histories 
both present and past that white people (and everyone else) 
who commit themselves to living in anti-racist ways need to 
make sacrifices, to courageously endure the uncomfortable 
to challenge and change. 

Whites, people of color, and black folks are reluctant to 
commit themselves fully and deeply to an anti-racist struggle 
that is ongoing because there is such a pervasive feeling of 
hopelessness—a conviction that nothing will ever change. 
How any of us can continue to hold those feelings when we 
study the history of racism in this society and see how much 
has changed makes no logical sense. Clearly we have not 
gone far enough. In the late sixties, Martin Luther King 
posed the question “Where do we go from here.” To live in 
anti-racist society we must collectively renew our commit- 
ment to a democratic vision of racial justice and equality. 
Pursuing that vision we create a culture where beloved com- 
munity flourishes and is sustained. Those of us who know 
the joy of being with folks from all walks of life, all races, 
who are fundamentally anti-racist in their habits of being, 
need to give public testimony. We need to share not only 
what we have experienced but the conditions of change that 
make such an experience possible. The interracial circle of 
love that I know can happen because each individual present 
in it has made his or her own commitment to living an anti- 
racist life and to furthering the struggle to end white suprem- 
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acy will become a reality for everyone only if those of us 
who have created these communities share how they emerge 
in our lives and the strategies we use to sustain them. Our 
devout commitment to building diverse communities is cen- 
tral. These commitments to anti-racist living are just one 
expression of who we are and what we share with one an- 
other but they form the foundation of that sharing. Like 
all beloved communities we affirm our differences. It is this 
generous spirit of affirmation that gives us the courage to 
challenge one another, to work through misunderstandings, 
especially those that have to do with race and racism. In a 
beloved community solidarity and trust are grounded in pro- 
found commitment to a shared vision. Those of us who are 
always anti-racist long for a world in which everyone can 
form a beloved community where borders can be crossed 
and cultural hybridity celebrated. Anyone can begin to make 
such a community by truly seeking to live in an anti-racist 
world. If that longing guides our vision and our actions, the 
new culture will be born and anti-racist communities of resis- 
tance will emerge everywhere. That is where we must go 
from here. 
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sexism and oppression in black life. She calls 
out the tendency of much of mainstream 
America to conflate “black rage” with murder- 
ous, pathological impulses, rather than seeing 
it as a positive state of being. And in the title 
essay, she writes about the “killing rage” — the 
fierce anger of black people stung by repeated 
instances of everyday racism— finding in that 
rage a healing source of love and strength, and a 
catalyst for productive change. 

Her analysis is rigorous and her language 
unsparingly critical, but hooks writes with a 
common touch that has made her a favorite of 
readers far from universities. bell hooks’ work 
contains multitudes; she is a feminist who in- 
cludes and celebrates men, a critic of racism 
who is not separatist or Afrocentric, an acade- 


mic who cares about popular culture. 
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